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YOU BETTER RUN, 

YOU BETTER TAKE COVER


by Isobel Wise

Ortolan. A rare bird, fattened within dark 
cardboard boxes. Artificial light is shone 
through holes filled with grain. The bird pecks 
at it desperately in the hope of penetrating 
through to what it mistakes for the sun. This 
repeats for several weeks. It gorges until it can 
no longer stand or see, then the bird is drowned 
in cognac. Gourmets regard it as an exceptional 
delicacy, the radio informs, its audience a 
collection of ripe produce spread across a 
kitchen counter. In the pool outside, two 
children play in the chlorine waters, distanced 
from those of Sydney Harbour which lack such 
disinfectant. Beyond the harbour, the city 
moves in a flurry and whir. Modern life is fast. 
It is mercenary. It is suits and heels and traffic 
lights.

The children from the pool now sit in the car 
with their father. Around them, the outback 
stretches in all directions. They are far from 
Sydney. The girl unpacks the contents of a 
wicker basket; a picnic! Fresh oranges, 
segmented melon and glass bottles of 
lemonade. She places them upon a tablecloth 
held down with stones. Then the father fires a 
shotgun in the direction of his children. He 
misses, turns it on himself and falls, behind him 
the car burns with ferocity. For the siblings, this 
signals the start of their journey across the 
Australian outback.

In the 1970s, Australia experienced a cinematic 
renaissance. Over 400 films were produced 
between 1970 and 1985 as state funding was 
provided and strict censorship laws rescinded. 
Bound by no universal style, the works instead 
came to be distinguished by their bold approach 
and uniquely Australian touches. Walkabout and 
Wake in Fright were two of the first films to 
emerge from this boom, followed later by Peter 
Weir’s Picnic at Hanging Rock. All three 
traverse the landscape with its red soil and 
bright sun, yet where Weir takes inspiration 
from Australian Impressionism, the other two 
observe the land with a far more reproving lens.

Walkabout reveals its themes in its opening 

scenes: the pitfalls of modern life (sterile) and 
the violence of Man (impartial). Yet when the 
children strike up a friendship with a young 
Aboriginal boy on his walkabout, the film 
reveals an innocence too. Lacking a common 
language, the trio communicates through 
gesture. The Aboriginal boy keeps the siblings 
safe, he hunts for their food and soothes their 
sunburn. Together they hold hands, offer 
piggyback rides, paint murals and swim in 
billabongs. Beneath palm fronds they laugh in 
almost dreamlike sequences, passing by 
populations of squirrel gliders, possums, 
cockatoos and wombats. Magpies warble 
overhead as the sun, in the presence of such 
camaraderie, exchanges its threat of heatstroke 
for pleasant somnolence; the children nap side 
by side in the shade. 

Of course, this innocence is tarnished. The 
hunting efforts of the Aboriginal boy are proved 
frugal in comparison to that of the White Man. 
His spearing of lizards is juxtaposed with shots 
of a butcher’s counter where meat is 
unceremoniously cleaved, cubed and minced. 
The cruelty inflicted upon the animal world is 
pondered through radio show and butchery 
alike. Yet the film lingers on its shots of the 
outback. The deserts, ranges and bushlands are 
rendered as exquisite as they are bountiful. 
Despite the cruelty of its colonisers, the scenery 
brims with warmth and richness. Walkabout 
frames beauty and menace abreast.

Wake in Fright contains no such beauty. 

The film opens in Tiboonda, a godforsaken 
outback town. The hotel bar is so hot that even 
the air seems to respire. The light is yellow, 
soiled, clinging to the inhabitants of the room, 
thick with the heat. John Grant—the town’s 
schoolteacher—orders a middy from the 
barman. Despite the men, the flies and the 
cigarette smoke, nothing else moves. All is still, 
dormant as if preferring a state of suspended 
animation until the temperature drops. John 
leaves for the station platform, boards a train, 
and vows never to return. The seats are leather, 
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sticky. As the scorched earth and wiry shrubs of 
the desert rush past his window, John dreams of 
the coast. Crashing waves and sea spray, water 
droplets on bare skin; he catches them with his 
beer bottle.

John opens his eyes and alights at Bundanyabba, 
“The Yabba”, a rural mining town he has chosen 
as his stopover. December—the height of 
summer and the town is dressed in tinsel. The 
RSL club is an arcade of slot machines and 
collapsible card tables, the house band sings to 
an audience of miners and secretaries at their 
work dos. John is greeted by Jock, the local 
policeman, who treats the visitor to a 
particularly aggressive form of hospitality. 
Copious quantities of beer are supplied as John 
quickly discovers that Yabba water’s only for 
washing. Inebriated and weak to the vices of the 
townsfolk, John bets away all his money and 
drifts into an antipodean nightmare of drinking, 
gambling and hunting.

Like Walkabout, Wake in Fright proffers a 
damning portrait of white Australia. “The 
Yabba” breeds nihilism—men drink and shout 
and destroy. Even the behaviour of the sun 
seems sadistic here. People glisten with sweat. It 
drips from their brow as tokens of discomfort. 
So palpable, the film’s audience also fails to 
evade this oppression; everything on-screen is 
pronounced in clammy, orange hues. 

In its infamous hunting scene, kangaroos are 
shot and bludgeoned, their throats cut and 
bodies dismembered for dog meat. Their killers, 
John and his band of drunken ruffians, are 
gleeful and proud of such brutality—all the little 
devils are proud of hell. These scenes are the 
only depictions of Australian wildlife within the 
entire film.

Despite both films sharing locations, themes and 
even cast members, the country they portray 
varies. Walkabout is a hallucinatory vision of 
nature’s fruits. With the right custodians, 
Australia is shown as a land of abundance that 
teems with life. Yet when denied such 
protection, Wake in Fright reduces this Garden 
of Eden to a fever dream within which life is 
destroyed. 

Cementing 1971 as the bold inauguration of the 
Australian New Wave, in recent decades 
Walkabout and Wake in Fright have come to 
define the genre as provoca t ive and 
uncompromising, films unafraid to critique their 
very homeland.
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2014: CYBORG OR PSYCHO

by Charlotte Mansfield

Two major features of 2014 explore the tales of 
women escaping men told from opposite 
perspectives. Violence is utilised to combat the 
abusive relationships they are held in, while in 
the midst of “girlboss feminism” the women 
reject the heteronormative ideals of femininity 
thrust upon them. David Fincher’s Gone Girl 
tells the story of Amy Dunne who, upon 
discovering he is having an affair, frames her 
husband for her own murder and flees. Ex 
Machina follows Caleb who is hired to test a 
new artificial intelligence, named Ava. She 
(despite being a robot is gendered from the 
start, but that is another essay) manipulates 
Caleb and her creator using her learned charm 
and feminine power until she is able to kill 
them and escape. Starting out as victims, these 
women manipulate the men around them to 
seek justice for themselves. 

Both characters comprise artificial parts which 
were influenced by men, Ava literally being 
built from scratch while Amy has taken on 
physical and mental traits to appear desirable. 
She is arguably less than human, or lacks 
humanity, in that she is calculating and even 
psychotic in her actions, her predictions and her 
conclusions. With this in mind, both “women” 
possess an uncanny quality, and are the 
technical embodiment of perfection, at a price 
to themselves and those around them. In order 
to survive, they establish their own rules 
separate from that of society, they know how to 
use emotion without feeling it but only as a 
result of being manipulated themselves. The 
violence is deemed necessary in order to escape 
a violent situation, which is softened by the 
viewpoints of both tales. Amy as protagonist 
and narrator explains her actions and 
motivations, giving a sense of satisfaction when 
she succeeds. Though Ava is not the main hero 
from the start, Caleb’s view, affection and even 
pity for her is a gateway to her taking over the 
narrative. Amy and Ava (it is hard not to point 
out the similarities in their names too) are 
examples of multifaceted womanhood, playing 
both protagonist and villain. What makes them 
more endearing is how little they care about 
their perceived image.

Ex Machina and Gone Girl also share similar 
colour scenes and style of mise-en-scène. The 
tones are unsaturated yet sharp, both depressed 
and charged, giving the impression of a dark 
world penetrated by violence and cyberspace, 
futuristic while grounded in a version of reality. 
Ava is literally caged in until the final scene, 
and Amy is shown mostly indoors before her 
runaway to the anonymous countryside. They 
are also both shown confronting their captors in 
wide shots, and seen on the left which connotes 
sin, or weakness with the right being the 
stronger side. Their presentation of femininity 
varies, however, with Amy utilising her hair as 
a valuable asset, cutting it off and dyeing it 
brown from her honey blonde in rebellion as 
well as in disguise. Ava is not seen with any 
hair at first but emerges by the end wearing a 
wig to blend into society, and possibly affirm 
her new identity to herself. Both films, 
therefore, do suggest hair to be vital in building 
femininity, and yet are removable or editable 
parts of  person.

The finales of these two films differ in that Ava 
kills her captors but Amy reels her husband 
back in, establishing herself as master. These 
offerings of two potential solutions for women 
in captivity (literal or otherwise) assert that you 
either die a victim or live to become the 
aggressor. These ends arrived at from 
alternative means may propose the futility of 
women aiming for revolution without damage, 
and the inevitability of gender conflict. Perhaps 
they would make an interesting team in some 
kind of alternative comic book franchise; 
Reddit users could surely debate for days on 
who would win in a chess match. These 
interesting contributions to cinema balance 
contemporary life with dystopia, answering 
common social worries, yet alone hold together 
as provocative stories of the experience of 
involuntary femininity.
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WALKER

by Jonny Rogers

Amidst an ocean of flashy adverts, car horns, 
jingles and the white noise of mindless chatter, 
restless pedestrians stop only to watch a man 
walking slowly, many unable to disseminate this 
encounter without the mediating gaze of a phone 
or camera. The near stillness of his movement 
renders even the casual stroll an obtrusive 
gesture, silently revealing each gaudy poster or 
neon-adorned billboard a banal cry for the 
attention it never receives.

And yet, despite its patience-demanding 
minimalism, I find something deeply and richly 
entertaining in Tsai Ming-liang’s Walker, the 
second part of a series of films featuring Lee 
Kang-sheng as a robed monk traversing various 
locations across the globe. In these films, which 
seemingly defy any clear distinction between 
narrative, documentary, and performance art, 
Ming-liang combines the spiritual practises of 
pilgrimage and walking meditation (kinhin) to 
offer a playful protest against the organising 
principles of the urbanised world: the 
unquestioned exaltation of busyness, noise, and 
distraction, all conducive to sustaining the 
constant flow of consumption.

But what is so provocative about the act of 
walking slowly? Why is it so strange to observe 
such intensity of focus?

The answer lies, in part, in how the world has 
changed over the past century. Due to rapid 
developments in technology and transportation, 
the space between places is, in a sense, folding 
in; given the right resources, we can travel 
almost anywhere in the world within only a 
matter of hours or days. As Marc Augé 
observed, the rise of globalisation has birthed an 
expansive proliferation of ‘non-places’, or 
liminal sites which we inhabit only as a 
temporary, anonymous resident: in train stations, 
bus stops, airports, hotels, corporate buildings, 
commercial centres, and so forth.

Where houses serve to provide rest and security, 
and religious buildings serve to facilitate 
worship and community, ‘supermodern’ spaces 
are characteristically constructed around the 
principle of mass transit. As such, urban 
planners and corporate architects alike most 
often prioritise the arrangement of elements that 
will bring the greatest amount of people through 
the given space as quickly as possible (often 
while also attempting to stimulate maximal 
frivolous expenditures). 

Hence, for the cult of efficiency, slowness is the 
highest sin. Why take thirty minutes doing what 
might only take five? In fact, why should 
anyone care to watch a film about walking when 
there’s surely so many better uses of your 
afternoon?

Whatever answers you provide to these 
questions, I think the paradox of Walker is the 
heart of its brilliance: a man doing very little 
rewards our focus precisely because he does not 
ask for it. The crimson aura of our unhurried 
hero remains the sole object of permanence in 
this ever-changing city. He is a holy man 
consecrated not through his removal from the 
world, but through his triumphant indifference 
to its lies and illusions. His slow protest of 
intentional movement invites us to discover new 
ways of relating to the world with the dignity 
and purity of attention it deserves.

Where many of the greatest filmmakers infuse 
their work with the presence of masterful 
dialogue, images, or characters, Tsai Ming-liang 
infuses his image with the presence of time 
itself: an often-uncomfortable confrontation 
which quietly brings us to acknowledge our own 
inconsistencies as confused and lonely people, 
perpetually lost in exile from our true selves.

When Walker was released on Youku, a Chinese 
video streaming service, the film reportedly 
received thousands of complaints – some saying 
that the monk should be pushed or hit over the 
head to make him move faster. Whether or not 
these comments actually intended to endorse 
physical assault, you might still relate to this 
sentiment; there is, perhaps, something almost 
painful in watching this real-time slow motion. I 
suggest, however, that such irrational violence 
emerges from a deep dissatisfaction habituated 
through our constant exposure to ephemeral 
distractions in advertising, culture, and media.

  
In the film’s predictably placid denouement, a 
Taiwanese ballad plays as the monk begins to 
slowly consume the bo lo bao (pineapple bun) 
he has carried throughout the city; a delightfully 
strange resolution to an otherwise wordless 
celebration of Asia’s ascetic traditions. 
Nevertheless, this song seemingly renders his 
consumption an act of love, a passionate 
embrace of something beautiful and nourishing. 
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THE AGE OF INNOCENCE

by Jessica Moore

Time flies amidst forbidden glances; it floats 
atop sumptuous feasts; between cavernous 
houses and frosted winter nights. Bodies are 
swathed in silk and tulle; stood before a 
lighthouse at sunset or bouquets of flowers, 
drifting beneath candlelight, waltzing through 
enfiladed drawing rooms amongst paintings and 
whispers and regrets. 

Edith Wharton describes souls to be naked; as 
unmapped regions. This is encoded in Martin 
Scorsese’s luminous adaptation of her 1920 
novel, The Age of Innocence. The plot is 
somewhat conventional: the respectable 
Newland (Daniel Day-Lewis) and the socially 
outcast Countess Ellen Oleska (Michelle 
Pfeiffer) are clandestine lovers. Together they 
constitute two-thirds of a love triangle, the final 
third being May Welland (Winona Ryder), 
Ellen's cousin, who is expected to marry 
Newland. Forced to publicly uphold unwritten 
codes of social grace, Newland and Ellen 
sequester their passion. Marriages were entente 
cordiale, less to do with desire than with 
appearances and mobility. Together, Newland 
and Ellen embody scandal and disillusionment; 
they reveal to us the inhospitable milieu that 
strangles those who transgress. 

And yet, it seems the subtleties of Wharton's 
novel are at odds with the fantastical nature of 
period filmmaking. One has a vastly different 
experience with the 1920 novel than with 
Scorsese's 1993 film adaptation, not simply 
because the novel and film exist in disparate 
cultures, but precisely because of their form. 

Literary prose guides readers abstractly and 
internally — we conceive our own images that 
continually refine themselves. Despite their 
ambiguity, novels are thoroughly introspective. 
This is not to say that film is not introspective, 
but rather its aesthetic nature appeals to the 
senses; films confess themselves by being seen. 
Images spill outward. They involve us beyond 
the privacy of thought. In the words of Joan 
Didion, if novels say “I”, imposing themselves 

onto the reader, perhaps films, due to the visual 
exchange they initiate, say “you”. 

Audiences of period literary adaptations, as 
opposed to readers of the original novels, are 
continually reminded that what they are 
watching is a display evoking not merely 
another time, but a time upon a stage — a 
museum of actors “acting” in every sense of the 
word. Unlike the private directness of literature, 
or the veracity of Wharton’s observations of the 
society around her, Scorsese’s film adaptation 
sees fiction laid upon fiction, it sees the source 
material shaped by his own artistic sensibilities; 
he was inspired by Visconti's Senso and 
Welles’s The Magnificent Ambersons. Rife with 
cinephilic impulses, Scorsese's adaptation is 
overwhelming — verging on crowded.

By 1993, following the release of Taxi Driver 
and Raging Bull, Scorsese was best known for 
films that wrestle with sordid machismo, 
sectarianism and alienation in contemporary 
New York, and so embarking on the reticent 
culture of 1870's aristocracy came as quite the 
surprise. Though Wharton was a fellow New 
Yorker, Scorsese's name attached to her novel 
only adds to the adaptation's unlikeliness, its 
theatricality. 

Period adaptations focused on high society are 
especially histrionic, exciting audiences 
precisely through the opulence of their set 
designs and costumes; urging a suspension of 
belief that is, to the genre’s most devoted 
followers, utterly enticing.  Perhaps period 
adaptations succeed when this belief, this 
cognisance of pretending, is not ignored but 
rejoiced; when audiences do not pore over 
historic references, deliberating their truth, but 
relish them for what they are: decorative, 
figments of a director’s subjectivity. Period 
adaptations flourish when their audiences are 
encouraged to bask in the cinematic spectacle 
as it is: as a piece of art entirely self-aware — 
awash with fiction, boasting a painterly sheen.
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Few directors of period cinema, only those 
who are so ambitious, are able to balance 
undeniable visual appeal and genuine 
immersion. Merchant-Ivory established this 
balance throughout the preceding decade, 
though their films depart rather dramatically 
from Scorsese's. Indeed, Scorsese's adaptation 
is as much a study on cinema itself as it is a 
narrative feature. It is a scholarly attempt to 
transcend the space between text and image; it 
is intentionally and decisively elevated by both 
mediums. 

In his adaptation, Scorsese overcomes potential 
obstacles, of an ensemble cast and operatic 
extravagance, and crafts a film that is 
intricately emotive, far richer in humanity than 
is possible in simply magnifying a distant 
culture. 

Illuminated by Wharton's prose that is narrated 
throughout, experiencing Scorsese’s film feels 
like being guided through a series of drawing 
rooms overcrowded with paintings, as 
accompanied by a deciphering voice that draws 
our attention to the subtleties of their texture 
and composition; details which we would have 
otherwise failed to notice. 

Despite the novel's anthropological conscience, 
Scorsese's The Age of Innocence is not merely 
a glimpse into another world foreign to our 
own. We do not swing between then and now 
as conscious time-travellers, we instead peer 
inside a spectral vista, of bodies beating 
onward — amidst the grandeur and decay. 
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BLOOD FOR DRACU"

by Nick Davie

As the blood pours like cheap wine, Paul 
Morrissey parades an impaired and physically 
weak Udo Kier through an anti-communist, 
bizarrely conservative, and surreally moralistic 
caricature of the famous bloodsucker. 

The sleaze of this politically charged satire of 
vampire folklore is palpable; only the blood of 
a virgin can keep the flailing Count Dracula 
alive. Anton (Arno Juerging), the manservant of 
Dracula (Udo Kier), finds hope in a religious 
pre-fascist Italy for the desolate Count. The 
latter can only be restored to strength by the 
blood of a virgin, having seen his family slowly 
disappear from Romania, searching for the 
same pure blood (of a virgin). In a weakened 
state, Dracula tasks Anton with arranging travel 
immediately to Italy; there, the Count befriends 
a family of declining wealth, despite owning a 
lavish estate, of which the patriarch hopes to 
marry one of four daughters to a wealthy 
aristocrat. The film comprises a range of 
softcore eroticism, political satire, lavishly 
over-the-top gore, and a tacky aesthetic that 
pulses vividly throughout.

Directed and written by Paul Morrissey, Andy 
Warhol's name was attached to the film in a 
loose pseudo-auteur gimmick to promote the 
film despite no consistent evidence of the 
latter's contribution aside from attending "the 
parties". Despite the lack of claim on Warhol's 
part, there is a clear link between this film and 
some other x-rated Warhol productions of the 
same era in their presentation of 'political' sex. 
Warhol and Morrissey collaborated in some 
capacity on numerous occasions before Blood 
for Dracula, exploring politics, exploitation, 
substance abuse, and sex work in Heat, Flesh, 
Trash, and Women in Revolt. Though other 
authorship issues existed, the European release 
of the film was credited to Antonio Margheriti 
(Dir; Castle of Blood, Cannibal Apocalypse). 
This credit as the director ensured the film 
would obtain Italian nationality for the 
producers due to Italian laws. Blood for 
Dracula's production began only one day after 
Morrissey's Flesh for Frankenstein finished, 
both produced by the prolific Italian producer 
Carlo Ponti. 

Morrissey deconstructs the legend of Dracula 
through a political lens; the Count exists as a 
reminder of his own country's dying 

aristocracy, his diminishing fortunes cast him 
into battle with a new foe. The political 
revolutions of the plot's era pit the bourgeoisie 
against the proletariat. The aristocratic vampire 
combats the Marxist family servant Mario for 
the now-cash-strapped Di Fiore family's socio-
economic existence. The Warholian 'political' 
sex is symbolic to both Dracula and Mario, 
both lusting over and projecting political 
identities onto the family daughters. With the 
Di Fiore family patriarch and matriarch hoping 
to marry a daughter off to Dracula in hopes of 
replenishing a diminishing wealth and social 
status, the socio-economic ramifications of their 
children's love and lust hold much significance 
for the plot's progression and conclusion.

Like its precursor Flesh for Frankenstein, 
Blood for Dracula has achieved some cult film 
notoriety, owed to its over-the-top gross 
humour and camp aesthetics. The political 
elements of the plot are always present, running 
deeply as an undercurrent in every scene. 
However, the film is much more successful as a 
darkly comic exploitation flick than as serious 
social commentary. Overriding self-indulgence 
appears to hold every character back from their 
individual goals and aspirations. Mario, in 
particular, the Marxist family servant, seduces 
the daughters who Dracula seeks out as virgins, 
somewhat believing himself to be saving the 
young women from capitalism's grasp. In the 
character of Mario, Morrissey is satirising the 
Marxist cliches that were present in European 
arthouse cinema, particularly Italian Neo-
realism. Further satirisation is present in the 
casting of Italian Neo-realist director Vittorio 
de Sica (Umberto D, Bicycle Thieves) as the Di 
Fiore family patriarch, a once vain aristocrat, 
now pragmatic peasant seeking to return to 
heights of wealth. 

In Dracula's death throes, there is comedy in his 
over-exuberant displays of agony, but under the 
surface is a character born out of traditional 
values struggling to survive. Whilst not 
consistently successful in its message, the film 
exposes both political factions as opposing 
forms of subjugation through the Count and 
Mario. The vampire folklore, Dracula and 
others have often contained socially classist 
elements, with the latter in particular, more 
often than not, an aristocratic, upper-class 
villain; this is a common theme in many indie 
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or mainstream retellings of the Dracula story, 
though some vampiric characters have 
subverted this, from the street searching student 
vampire in Abel Ferrara's Addiction to the 
Cullen family of Twilight in their middle-class 
suburban lifestyle. Blood for Dracula's 
influence in challenging the conventional 
vampire story is clear.

The camp overtones in acting and setting add a 
layer of irony to the thematic pokes at class 
politics and modernity. The comedy is 
juxtaposed nicely by the tragically romantic 
score from Claudio Gizzi; the score fits the 
plot's period and unbalances the awkwardness 
of the ironic performances. The outrageous 
speech about urine, the deadpan gambling 
scene, and the overzealous portrayal of blood 
rejection by Kier could all be negatively 
associated with day-by-day writing during 
production. Though these negative connotations 
do not hold, the silliness and camp heighten the 
titillating affairs that keep any dour class 
politics commentary manageable. Both 
Morrissey's Flesh for Frankenstein and Blood 
for Dracula toy with their conventional themes, 
resulting in satirical takes on monsters lost 
within the modernity of changing social 
landscapes. 
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PEPI, LUCI, BOM Y OTRAS 
CHICAS DEL MONTON


by Giulia Tronconi

The films of idiosyncratic Spanish director Pedro 
Almodóvar have frequently been referred to as 
‘exercises in camp’ – his oeuvre being 
recognised for its peculiar sensibility to the 
kitsch of everyday life. On his eccentric 
affiliation with camp, Almodóvar has remarked: 
“Camp makes you look at our human situation 
with irony”. The camp sensibility has been 
proper to Almodóvar’s aesthetic since the 
director’s very first cinematic efforts in the early 
1980s. This historical moment proved rich and 
ripe for emerging Spanish artists: tentatively 
recovering from the political jolts of the 20th 
century – the disastrous Civic War of 1936-39, 
Franco’s totalitarian regime and the following 
decades of social unrest –, the Spanish youth 
finally returned into the streets of recently 
reawakened metropolitan cities such as Madrid. 
Francisco Franco’s military regime was 
established in 1937 and carried through for over 
35 years. Fascist ideology had planted its roots 
so deep into Spanish society that its marks were 
still well evident years after the collapse of the 
regime: Franco had instilled a cultural ideology 
founded on gender segregation, machismo, 
female subordination and allowed no space for 
exhibition of sexual desire or sexual deviance. 
Almodóvar, ‘the enfant terrible’ of the so-called 
Móvida Madrileña, shared with many the urge to 
discover new artistic means to question this 
status quo – where observing the world through 
spoofy camp lenses represented more than an 
aesthetic tendency.

The notion of ‘Camp’ entered critical discourse 
upon the publication of Susan Sontag’s seminal 
article, Notes on Camp. Here, Sontag states: “It 
goes without saying that the camp sensibility is 
disengaged, depoliticized - or at last apolitical.” 
This brief analysis of the most iconic scenes of 
Pepi, Luci, Bom y Otras Chicas del Montón will 
reveal how camp comedy in early Almodóvar, 
often read à la Sontag – disengaged, apolitical – 
is rather an attempt at a subversive reworking of 
a traumatic past. 

Susan Sontag argued for a camp aesthetic 
sensibility which ‘converts the serious into the 

frivolous’ and ‘sees everything in quotation 
marks’ Camp’s resistance to a proper critical 
definition has made it unmanageable to reduce 
its evanescent essence to a singular concept. 
Nonetheless, there exists a somewhat implicit 
agreement that camp recognises itself. Critic 
Jack Babuscio claims camp as an ironic 
perception of the world, where humour is a tool 
for re-elaborating social trauma and establishing 
a strong familiar bond among individuals. All 
the while, it is a strategy of protection from the 
hurt of what is mainstream, normative, outside 
its own circle of safety. Camp, therefore, is the 
product of a peculiar sense of fear and 
protection – ‘a bitter-wit’ – founded on the urge 
to redefine the terms of one’s oppression 
through satire. Babuscio states: “Camp can thus 
be a means of undercutting rage by its derision 
of concentrated bitterness. Its vision of the 
world is comic. Laughter, rather than tears, is its 
chosen means of dealing with the painfully 
incongruous situation of gays in society”.

Almodóvar brought his experimental camp 
aesthetic to the big screen with Pepi, Luci, Bom 
in 1980. The film features camp elements that 
are scattered all across the director’s early 
oeuvre: unconventional female characters, 
pornographic imagery, careless use of drugs, 
crossdressers and taboo fetishes, mashed with 
an over-the-top, all-colourful, cluttered mise-en-
scène. Pepi, Luci, Bom is a story of female 
kinship which follows three seemingly 
incompatible women as they navigate the 
Spanish punk subculture of the ‘80s. Pepi 
(Carmen Maura) is violated by Luci’s 
policeman husband; she befriends the woman to 
avenge herself and the money she was hoping to 
gain by selling her virginity. Luci (Eva Siva), an 
apparently conventional housewife, is 
domestically oppressed according to Fascist 
standards. Yet, her verbally abusive husband is 
incapable of satisfying her fantasies of 
masochist submission. Luci finds fulfilment in a 
homosexual, S&M relationship with 16-year-old 
punk rock singer Bom (Olvido Gara), Pepi’s 
closest friend. The film revolves around this 
peculiar threesome, establishing a system of 
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unusual hetero- and homo-sexual desires. 

Some memorable moments in Pepi, Luci, Bom 
include: a lesbian ‘golden shower’, the ‘General 
Erections’ competition, a TV ad for ‘PUTON 
Panties’ and several cross-dressing performances. 
The ‘General Erections’ sequence constitutes a 
moment of nonsensical narrative suspension, 
simultaneously satirising Spain’s unsteady quest 
for democracy upon the collapse of Franco’s 
regime and the traditional ‘heterosexual couple’ 
placed at the centre of fascist ideology. Pepi, 
Luci and Bom attend a typical movida party – 
with numerous transvestites, homosexuals and 
male prostitutes – in the back garden of a 
building where, a few floors above, a couple is 
caught amid a heated argument. The girl laments 
her boyfriend’s inattentiveness, disappointed at 
the lack of intimacy between them. Soon after, 
we will find out that he is, actually, a closeted 
homosexual: he can only climax when observing, 
through a pair of binoculars, the ‘elections’ 
taking place downstairs. The elections, in fact, 
see the male attendees exposing, measuring and 
comparing their penises. The campness of the 
sequence rests in its absurdity, as the parallel 
editing alternates between the two scenes which 
initially appear completely unrelated. The 
audience is plunged in the middle of the couple’s 
unintelligible argument, rendered even more 
bizarre by the fact that the girl, introduced first 
by the sound of her squeaking feminine voice, is 
in truth bearded. 

The campness of the General Erections 
reverberates consistently throughout the film. 
Later on, the diegesis is halted to give space to a 
moment of disconnected metatextuality with 
Pepi’s fantasy TV advertisement for a new 
business idea. Almodóvar's ‘Ponte Bragas’ 
television segment is the cinematic homologous 
of Warhol’s 1962 ‘32 Campbell’s Soup Cans’ 
illustration. The spot makes absurd and vulgar 
claims about an innovative pair of ‘all-purpose 
panties’ and adopts television conventions – 
quick editing, voiceover and large written text – 
to create the feeling of an infomercial. The 
commercial is a playful depiction of the state of 
consumerist culture, where buyers are easily 
tricked into acquiring useless objects: 
Almodóvar proposes a ‘camp’ version of a TV 
advertisement to achieve a comic effect, while 
also maintaining an underlying sense of social 
commentary. 

Almodóvar’s early filmmaking experimentations 
flirted with the camp aesthetic to queer narrative 
and formal conventions of the melodrama genre, 
to voice the stories of the subalterns of Spanish 
society – tales of unhinged female desire, sexual 
perversion, homosexuality and gender-
nonconformity – while contributing to craft the 
director’s unique, kaleidoscopic, satirical style. 
Simultaneously committed to the pursuit of 
‘immediate and visceral pleasure’ and ‘a culture 
of political amnesia’, the early works of 
Almodóvar respond to a camp sensibility that is 
both aesthetically and politically concerned.
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AND THE JOKE GOES ON 
AND…: AHNEN AHNEN


by Isabelle Bucklow

Broom/Banana
Julie and the can of coke
… Sombreros
 
The above list is suggestive of prompts and 
props for comedy sketches, and I suppose that 
this resemblance is not wholly untrue. Actually, 
it is a list of scenes from Ahnen, a 1987 work of 
dance-theatre by the German choreographer 
Pina Bausch. Ahnen is a collage of comedic 
m o m e n t s a n d r e fi n e d c h o r e o g r a p h i c 
improvisations. It is at times funny but also 
disturbing. It is absurd, and it is tender. I can’t 
really explain what it is about other than joy, 
cruelty and humanity, played out amidst a 
surreal landscape of cactuses. And anyway, 
Bausch didn’t want her work explained or 
understood; she just wanted you to pay 
attention. 

Her audience’s attention is further honed (and 
tested) when watching Ahnen’s cinematic 
counterpart; AHNEN Ahnen. Directed by 
Bausch, AHNEN Ahnen might be described as a 
documentary that follows the making of Ahnen, 
however rather than explicitly reveal the 
meaning behind the choreography or shed light 
on the personal lives of the performers – as is de 
rigour with most documentaries – Bausch’s 
enigmatic and oblique film dwells closely on the 
mental stamina of her company, and specifically 
the exhaustive labour and precarious dialectic of 
forming (and performing) a joke.

AHNEN Ahnen begins in a rehearsal studio. The 
camera cuts between shots of dancers warming 
up, putting on their costumes and walking 
through scenes. A man is sitting at a small round 
table, like those found in traditional cafes, he 
has large fake breasts protruding from beneath 
his knitted navy jumper. On the table is a 
rectangular silver tray upon which sits a coffee 
pot and a china cup. The man with the 
protruding breasts mimes the action of stirring, 
followed by drinking, although he does not 
drink from the cup but some invisible object 
held between his thumb and forefinger. ‘It was 
lovely the way she ate the soup, wasn't it? 
Unfortunately I haven’t got a soup bowl here 
but it was amazing how she did it’ he muses. 
Cut to dancers changing in and out of costume. 
Cut to a tall lithe figure in a striped fuchsia pink 
balaclava mask, their face is entirely obscured 
but the long brown hair trailing from the nape of 
the neck to the small of the back betrays them as 

but the long brown hair trailing from the nape 
of the neck to the small of the back betrays 
them as Bausch. She goes and takes up her 
directorial position behind a long table and 
writes on a pad of paper, she is still wearing the 
balaclava. Cut to extreme close-ups of dancers 
watching rehearsals. 

For quite some time we don’t see any dance, 
just the reactions of those watching; some of 
the company watch alertly, some observe from 
behind their hands, some chew upon their 
cuticles, sometimes they get distracted and 
chatter amongst themselves ‘That’s why I won’t 
go to bed with Melanie’, some are asleep. In 
AHNEN Ahnen the development of Ahnen is 
revealed primarily through responses; boredom, 
laughter, tears. And, from the sheer variety of 
responses it's hard to know if performers are 
watching the same thing - is this a comedy 
show or funereal procession? 

Eventually we return back to rehearsal scenes 
where narrative vignettes complete with props 
and costumes are beginning to take shape and 
accumulate. A woman carries two black 
stilettos in her mouth and lowers herself to the 
ground, men in sunglasses and tutus prance and 
pose, a man pricks himself with acupuncture 
needles whilst his companion peels an orange, a 
woman tapes cans of coke to the soles of her 
pink satin shoes, then teeters on her makeshift 
stilts (Julie and the can of coke), a man runs his 
lips across a bunch of bananas (wind pipes) as 
he pursues a woman sweeping the floor 
(Broom/Banana), a man in his underwear 
carries a chalkboard - from stage left to right -  
that reads ‘Die 3 Sombreros’ (Sombreros).

Some of these scenes are tried out with 
different performers or music, sped up or 
slowed down. Bausch’s calm controlled 
whisper frequently interrupts the action; ‘Could 
you try again…?’, ‘Yes, a bit like that’, ‘That 
doesn’t work with that music does it?’, ‘No, I 
think it’s odd, isn’t it?’, ‘This part isn’t really 
clear’... But for the viewer, no part ever seems 
really clear. Just when you start to piece 
together a movement sequence it is denied, 
untied, retried, cut to the next. It's rather hard to 
make sense of it all. 

Freud wrote that the pleasure of the joke ‘is 
derived from its simultaneous sense and 
nonsense’, it seems AHNEN Ahnen (and Ahen) 18



are charged with this dialectical energy too. 
When a scene starts to make sense it flips into 
non-sense. If the joke operates between sense 
and non-sense, then it also balances between 
pleasure and displeasure. Cultural theorist and 
scholar Laurent Berlant confirmed ‘the funny is 
always tripping over the not funny, sometimes 
appearing identical to it’. Now that is very 
Bausch. 

Pina Bausch sourced her choreographic 
material from the world around her. Bausch’s 
curiosity was directed toward human relations 
and whilst compassionate she was also 
confrontational; lifting movements from daily 
life to expose ideological structures of daily 
life. Bausch said ‘the time in which we live, the 
time with all its anxieties is very much with me. 
This is the source of my pieces’ . Her 
predilection for the violent and anxiety 
inducing has been interpreted as nihilistic, 
reinforcing power-dynamics between victim 
and aggressor. Well surely there is nothing 
funny about that? Not necessarily, but as Slavoj 
Zizek explains, a joke is ‘a little piece of reality 
. . . related to ‘dirty’ topics’, such topics 
encompass death, violence, humiliation, 
degrading sex acts, racism or sexism where ‘the 
whole enjoyment of a joke is that there must be 
someone who is hurt, humiliated’. Bausch set 
these ‘dirty topics’ in motion (often through 
relentless repetition) not to reaffirm dominant 
and submissive sexual politics but rather 
challenge her audience to interrogate the fragile 
boundaries of the gesture; the context-
dependent transformations of humour into 
humiliation. In AHNEN Ahnen we witness a 
man take hold of a woman by her hair and 
thrust her face into a (soft) wall, over and over 
and over again until they both casually walk 
away. The act is indeed violent but its 
mechanical repetition combined with both 
performers' accepting placidity drains the 
gesture of expected aggressive theatrics leading 
it into the terrain of absurdist satire. 

Bausch was attentive to the axiological (and 
indeed anxiogenic) nature of gestures, that they 
contain within them the potential to provoke 
multiple, opposing affects. She was concerned 
with the relationship between opposites and 
explained of her choreography ‘I always went 
with the extreme, always the opposite… a sort 
of complete back and forth’. Similarly the 
action of comedy, as Berlant has noted ‘as both 
an aesthetic mode and a form of life, just as 
likely produces anxiety: risking transgression, 
flirting with displeasure, or just confusing 
things in a way that both intensifies and 
impedes the pleasure’. Bausch does not hope 
for her audience to reach a general consensus as 
to whether a scene is funny or not-funny, rather 
the action revels in being ‘epistemically 
troubling’, in confronting the audience with the 
confusion of either-or. The comedy act is thus a 
test-site for the relation between pleasure, 
danger and authority, emotional proximity and 
moral detachment.

Near the end of AHNEN Ahnen Bausch says to 
her performers ‘Jokes are also poems’. This 
statement touches on something very important 
about the nature of jokes, poems and indeed 
dance – they are all phenomena that perish if 
they are explained away. They can be felt and 
known but never imprisoned in explanation. 
And, just like the poem, the joke and the dance 
- if they are to speak to the human condition - 
must be meticulously composed and timed. If 
the comedian or dancer misses the beat, if they 
drag it out, or rush to the punch-line too soon, 
then the affective charge goes stale. Bausch’s 
cool voice interrupts; ‘I’m sorry it’s far too long 
now… so that part before Francis begins, that 
would have been enough. Let’s try it again’. 
Cut to black.

 

19





VIVA: A STUDY OF THE 
FEMALE ALTER EGO


by Emma Olsson

Has any cultural figure been as celebrated within 
the female gaze as the witch? She is the ultimate 
feminine monster. Hair typically long. 
Sometimes clad in black or variably in dainty 
lace, eighteenth century Puritan garb, decadent 
gowns, jeans and a leather jacket, or, à la 
Suspiria, a dancer’s leotard in the heat of 
ritualistic performance. Cunning and precocious, 
no matter her style the witch is a sex symbol to 
reflect women’s own desires and perceptions of 
beauty. Men, after all, tend to fear her. 

In the 2010s, the witch ignited the cultural 
zeitgeist as a figure of political rebirth, of 
women reclaiming power that had been stolen 
from them for centuries (so strong was this 
image that the popular protest slogan, “We are 
the granddaughters of the witches you couldn’t 
burn,” has by 2021 become an internet meme). 
In 2016, Anna Biller’s The Love Witch caught a 
bit of this lightning in its technicolour bottle. Its 
addition to the witch canon was Elaine, a 
beautiful man-killer cruising down an oceanside 
highway: a touch Giallo, a sprinkle of pulp. The 
film’s lusciously curated aesthetic aligned 
perfectly with the thriving modern feminist 
movement, much of it unravelling online, where 
instagrammable visuals were as necessary to the 
charge as gender politics. With The Love Witch, 
Biller created a big screen dream for feminist 
pop culture, a mirror through which young 
women could project their cultural interests, 
aesthetic sensibilities, and political imaginations 
all at once.

The witch, then, is an alter ego of sorts. She is 
someone who can be summoned from a hidden 
interior place, a place not often excavated in 
young women. You might feel powerless in your 
regular life, but through an alternate persona you 
can find a voice. In “The Uncanny”, Freud 
posits the “double” as a visual representation of 
the darker parts of one’s psyche. This double can 
take many forms: alter ego, online persona, a 
Mr. Hyde creature, a witch. Thus the witch is a 
psychological manifestation as well as a 
political character or popular monster. She is an 
alluring figure, coaxing us to indulge in the 
darkness we so easily repress. The witch in her 
current imagination is sexy, intelligent and 
destructive. She typifies a brand of beauty that 
appeals to the female gaze, to a desire to 
embody femininity without sacrificing power.

The witch is a compelling female alter ego, 
though not alone. In 2007, Biller released her 
debut feature, Viva, a film that is also interested 
in women’s hidden doubles. The protagonist is 
Barbie, a dutiful housewife in the early 1970s 
who embarks on a journey of sexual 
exploration after she splits from her husband, 
and whose rebirth comes not in the form of a 
witch but in “Viva”, a femme fatale who exists 
in stark contrast to the deferential, devoted 
Barbie. When Barbie transforms into Viva, she 
is able to live her life with newfound 
confidence. Her rejection of male desire (or at 
least the male desire of her husband) is what 
creates her succubus. “I turn you on? I turn 
everybody on,” Viva tells a pursuer at an orgy 
towards the end of the film.

Biller has stated that her mission as a filmmaker 
is to create a “cinema of visual pleasure for 
women”. This thesis runs contra to much of her 
critical reception. Although largely positive, 
when writing about Viva many critics 
highlighted the film’s riff on sexploitation 
pictures popular in the 60s and 70s, such as the 
movies of Russ Meyer (Faster, Pussycat! Kill! 
Kill! and Vixen! to name a couple). Lauding it 
both as an ode to these films and a satirical 
subversion of them, these criticisms tend to 
bely Biller’s “visual pleasure for women” 
principle. In Viva, each scene is impeccably 
curated, the clothing custom-made specifically 
to reflect the beauty of the era, each object of 
mise-en-scène forming an altar to the aesthetic. 
Within this world of aesthetic adoration, the 
duality of Barbie/Viva is explored. Barbie reads 
“Decorating with Crochet” and wears dainty 
blush teddies around the house. Viva reads 
“The Sensuous Woman” and drapes her body in 
sheer gold cloth, aware of her effect on the men 
around her. In all her sensual splendour, her 
sartorial choices are straight out of a young 
girl’s dream of what it means to be luxurious; 
her sexuality comes not from a straight man’s 
imagination, but decidedly a woman’s. 

Biller’s debut is located in something familiar 
yet unfamiliar. Viewers will probably recognise 
the retro aesthetics and recall vintage Playboy 
magazines, yet the lens is feminine and 
idolatrous of a specific aura, not objectifying as 
one would expect from the sexploitation genre. 
This is because Biller is an expert at exploring 
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the hidden crevices of female desire; she 
unearths them to create something beautiful.

Biller's debut introduced two things to the 
world: a commitment to visual pleasure for the 
female gaze, and a desire to explore the 
doubles that haunt modern femininity. 
Lovingly, her work animates these alter egos: 
femme fatales and vixens in Viva, and later 
witches in The Love Witch. Culture in 2016 
was receptive to these explorations, with 
political trends spawning interest in the figure 
of the witch and her connection to the darker 
side of women’s power. But it was Viva that 
laid the groundwork, asking viewers: who is 
your Viva? What are her interests? Whom does 
she desire? What does she wear? 
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UNPEOPLED SPACE: TWO OR THREE 
THINGS I KNOW ABOUT HER


by Edward Pomykaj

Jean-Luc Godard’s Two or Three Things I 
Know About Her is a film of questions. The film 
loosely tracks a single day in the life of a 
bourgeoise Parisian woman, Juliette, during 
which she drops her kids off at school, goes 
shopping, visits her husband at his job where he 
works as a car mechanic, and engages in 
prostitution to make some extra cash. But the 
real protagonist is Godard himself, who 
whisper-narrates his existential and political 
insecurities to the viewer throughout the 
entirety of the feature, varying from his 
concerns with the growing presence of U.S. 
imperial forces in Southeast Asia, to more 
personal difficulties focused on the nature of 
being a filmmaker and the effects of media on 
language and humanity. The scope of Godard’s 
anxiety is wide, and thus, the film itself plays 
like an amalgam of distinct moments, each 
pointing out something uncanny or concerning 
before moving on to something else without 
resolve. 

Godard himself has very few answers. And you 
get the sense that even he has trouble believing 
in the couple of answers he does provide, as if 
they are too simple, too obvious. Ultimately, he 
makes only a single claim throughout the film, 
and it’s perhaps the simplest argument he could 
think of. He says: “Objects exist.” This he is 
certain of.

But this isn’t as simple of a point as it at first 
seems, for he follows it up to say, “if we pay 
more attention to [objects] than to people, it’s 
because they exist more than those people.” 
And this point is the very thing Godard seems 
to be challenging via his film. He is trying to 
study a single subject — Juliette — so as to 
understand the individuals who fill the space 
between objects, who float about never 
knowing one another, only ever interacting 
through connections that come about via the 
objects they engage with. This is the point of 
the famous coffee scene, in which he says, 
“maybe an object is what serves as a link 
between subjects.” He wants to remove that 
link and know the subjects themselves. This is 
the attempt made by the film itself.

But ultimately, the film only ends up pointing 
towards this impossibility. As he tracks 
Juliette’s day, he finds himself distracted, by 
cars, signs and advertisements, by coffee, 
construction. And we watch Juliette herself 
forget many of the closest people in her life as 
she wanders about Paris shopping, getting her 
hair done, and drinking a coke in a bar. Aside 
from her mornings and evenings with her 
husband — during which her husband obsesses 
over his radio, and she does the dishes — most 
of her human-to-human interactions come 
about through prostitution, where for the most 
part she disassociates anyways. In Godard’s 
attempt to know another’s subjectivity he finds 
only “links” — things that allow him to “live in 
a society” with Juliette, as he puts it — which 
draws him further into his own isolation, his 
narration.

Godard knows this by the end of the film, and 
says, “I forget Hiroshima and Auschwitz. I 
forget Budapest… I’ve forgotten it all, except 
that since it takes me back to zero, I have to 
start from there.” The final question Godard 
seems to ask is, “what do we have left of 
Juliette?” And then we have the final shot, 
which features an assortment of cleaning 
supplies placed in grass, as if this is all that 
remains of her. 

The objects bring us back to a recurring 
moment in the film, during which Juliette 
explains a feeling she had while cleaning the 
dishes when she felt connected to the world. 
She says, “suddenly I felt I was the world, and 
the world was me.” By reminding us of this 
moment, the film suggests not simply a disdain 
for consumption, but instead, a sympathy — a 
way of understanding the temptation of 
capitalism, taking stock of the challenges ahead 
of any real revolutionary movement. Objects as 
links can provide us with transcendence, ways 
of seeing oneself as related and a part of the 
larger world around them. Even the most 
innocuous of objects can lend themselves to 
revelation. But this point is just as frustrating to 
Godard as it is helpful.
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The final frame succinctly expresses Godard’s 
frustration with the political and philosophical 
frustrations of his time, offering us a 
“landscape” of modernity. Rather than empty 
fields of tall grass or flowers, the modern 
pastoral scene is full of products, reminders of 
humanity, though clearly without it. It’s an 
uncomplicated representation of the climate 
crisis, capitalistic exhaustion, anti-feminism as 
necessitated by consumerism, and so much 
more. It’s an anti-ad, relenting the presence of 
these products as futile devices for connection.

Godard tells us that these objects are more real 
than Juliette, who is herself just a creation, a 
character in a film, created at its start and 
destroyed at its end. Over the cut grass, these 
cleaning supplies are like a gravestone, a 
depressing monument to an incredibly 
complicated character, who we — the viewers 
— at least tried to know.
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