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Abstréct @‘

This thes_is examines cinematic depictions of traumatic loss and mourning, with a
particular focus oﬁ representation. My study merges a theoretical and analytical
investigation. I aim to defend cinema against the wider post-structuralist claim that
trauma refutes the possibility of rebrgsentation and argue, instead, that an increasingb
atray of filmic examples demonstrate cinema’s potential to provide valuable insights into
the complexities of the subject. I use Freud’s discussion of tmuma as a belated,
repetitious experience as an entry pojﬁt to illﬁslIate the ways in which cinema, 2 medium
bound to teniporaiity, can develop a relationship between linear and traumatic time. I
frame this discussion with perspéctives on trauma, narrative aﬁd recovery from theorists
such as Judith Herman and Dominick LaCapra. In defining trauma as a paradoxical
expetience, I emphasise the need for cinema to approach the subject with a combination
of post-structural self-consdousﬁess regarding problems of represerntation and Freudian
psychoanalysis that offers the possibﬂify of narrativisation and recovery..

My dissertation exaﬁxines five films, each of which offers a variety of narrative and
aesthetic possibilities conceniing' the cinematic representation/ of trauma and loss: 27
Grams, In the Bedmom; Don’t Mk Now, The Sweet Hereafter and Trois Coulenrs: Blen. My
analyses of 27 Grams and In the Bedroom highlight the challenges in assimilating trauma
into narrative. With 27 Grams, [ ‘explore the ways in which the cinematic tactic of linear
disruption can, instead of eipressing the fragmentation of traumatic time,Aaffect story
and character complexity. While In the Bedmar); providés interesting representations of
mourning, denial and aliénation, its sudden turn. to a revenge drama illustrates the risk‘of

succumbing to generic conventions.
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Don’t Look'Now, an early example 6f the traumatic ioss ﬁarraﬁve, reveals a complex -
interweaving of Gothic, supernatural and traumatic regi;iters. I focalise my analysis
through readings of Frcﬁd’s dream of the bu.ming,chﬂd,-qxploriﬁg the film as a tale of
reptessed parental grief and guilt.

My examination of The Sweet qué‘er centres on the v?ay its fractured storytelling,
more successfully than 27 Grams, evokes associations between trauma, time and demal
Dram on Roland_ Barthes’ .reﬂe;:tions of the photographic image, I critique the
perspective on the film’s ending as redemptive, and argue, instead, that it continues the
narrative’s engagement with presence and absence. The narrative’s refusal of blan'.ne, and
of curative no@s, subsumes traurmatic loss as patt of the inexplicable.

Trois Coslenrs: Bleu is a curiQus naﬁadve of recdvery: it moves between mourning -
and its denial, representation .and its refusal, cbgsciously uéing ambiguous metaphors of
colour, light and music to expréss the liminal spaces of traumatic ’los‘s. Its repetitive
confrontation with an absence and distuption of _forfn articulates the need to narrativise

trauma, as well as an awareness of the challenges in doing so.
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Introduction

-

[T]raumatic events for contemporary culture turn around the quest10n of how to

represent the unrepresentable, or how - in Samuel Beckett's words - to name the

~

unnamable.!

At its best, the modern elegy ‘offers not a guide to ‘successful mourning’ but a-
spur to rethinking the vexed experience of grief in the modern world. We should
turn to it expecting not so much solace as fractured speech not so much answers

as memorable puzzlmgs 2

The past two decades have yielded a noticeable increase in filmic depicﬁoals of traumatic
- loss, orbmore speeiﬁcallﬁ peopIe struggling to cope with the sudden, accidental or violent
" death of a family member. My interesa in traumatic loss was sparked'not only because of
its recent popularity in cinema, but because of the alternative narrative aesthetic it
‘encourages, or rather, as I will argue, the subject necessitates. The complex interplay
between cinema, trauma and loss poses interesting challenges for the theery and practice
of film anaiysis, patticularly with regard to issues of repaesenmﬁon. My investigation in
this thesis is twe-fold: on the one hand, I a1m to explore the Widely-held post-
structuralist concept ef traumatic expetience aa an aperia, a ctisis in repteseqtadon, ;
narrative, and time. On the other hand, I use a seiecﬁoa of films to examine cinema’s
vself—conscious ability to form new paths of eragagemen_t .with traumatic grief, often
cha]lenéing its own medium as an adequate form of expression. My thesis, thus, involves

a dialectical exchange between a theoretical and an analytical investigation, in which my

! Thomas Elsaesser, “Postmodermsm as mouming work,” .S’meﬂ 42, no. 2, Special Debate Trauma and
Screen Studies (2001): 195.

2 Jahaa Ramazam, Poctry of Mourning: The Madem Ekgy ﬁwn Hardy to Heang (Chicago: The Umversxty of
Chicago Press, 1994), x.



analyses ;)f a selection of films offer an opportunity to assess my theoretical arguments,
while my examination of thgpry ;)ffers insight into traumatic loss cmema

‘Both the quotédons that open this introduction ruminate, in different Ways,'on the
paradoxes that surround trauma and grief, and how ‘they can potentially problematise
“narrative. Thomas Elsaeséer, in Screer’s Specia.l Debate on Trauma and Screen»Stu,diesA,
outlines a question central to my investigation and to trauma theory, of “‘how to
tepresent the unrepresentable.” Focusing on psychoanalytic theéry, I will examine
Elsaesset’s question as a response to the incongruities of _uaurﬁa, an expetience that is
perceivably intrusive, rep_etitiéus and enduring, while simultaneously unlocatable,
unspeakable, and even unknowable. I aim to explore trauma not only as a decisive
- rupture in one’s sense of self, but essentially, in one’s experience of time. _While _
Elsaesser’s .question suggests an impasse, I aim to explore how cinema’s self-conscious
. engagement with narrative témporality can potentially, as Rogef Luckhui_st suggests,

? and develop a relationship between

“retrospectively rewrite ‘nan:ative significance,”
linear time and traumatic time.

In the second‘quotati'on, Jahan Ramazani examines the ‘mbdern elegy’ in poetry, a
term I would like to extend to contemporaty cinema, partly becausé of my concentration
on mourning and its integration into narrative, but mainly because of thé conesponding
dialectical process Ramazani’s study takes: through an analysis of selected poetry, he ahs
to establish the modern elegy as capable of revea]ing “some of £he twentieth centuty’s
most sophisticated thinking about grief, some of its most 1mpass10ned articulations of

t”* Cinema, I will argue, is capable of a similar reflection. Ramazam invokes Slgmund

Freud’s “Mourning and Mel_anchoha,” a text which still informs contemporary grief

theory, or at least, the issues that plague it, and uses it to consider elegiac narrative

3 Roger Luckhurst, The Trauma Question (New York, NY: Routledge, 2008), 80.

4 Ramazani, Poetry of Mourning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to Heaney, ix.



constructions not as a mode of ébnsolation‘or recovery, but as a space to explore the
complexities of grief. Like Ramazani, I do not offer cinema as a pure form of solace or
therapeutic ideal, ot even as an answer to the patadoxes raised by Elsaesser; rather, [ aim
to illuminate ciﬁema’s potentiai to pr'ovide a space to consider and emphésise the
bewildering ambiguities of traumatic loss, and ultimately, to seek new ways of showing
and seeing “the unrepresentable.” |

The two quotations also signify, howevet, the traditional disconne‘cﬁon between
‘trauma’ and ‘mourning,’ as they are rarely examined together, and as I will explore, ,t;heir :
unique relationship has beeﬂ largely ovetlooked by contemporary film theory; as well as
psychodynamic and to an extent, clinical psychiatric approaches.

In The Tréu(m Question, a study to which I am‘ greatly indebted, Roger Luckhurst |
confronts the chaﬂeﬁging task of tracing the genealogy of trauma The word ftx;uma,’
derived from the Greek word meaning ‘wound,’ ;)riginally referred to a physicgl m)ury,
inflicted By an external force. It is only in the late nineteenth céntury that trauma stats to
emerge as it is most popularly understood in contemporary usage, aé a term describing

'psycﬁical' wounds? One of the early instancés’ Luckhurst details is the emergence of
‘railway spine’ in Britain in the late 1860s, a nervous disorder associated with victims or.
witnesses of railway disasters. Marked by depression, rﬁghtmares and me'mor:)7 problems,
sufferers of ‘railway spine’ often had no slgn of bodily injury; the reason for “the
disorder’s name was o§ving to a‘ lack of knowledge concetning the nérvous system. One
of the most emphasised symptoms waé the inability to conduct business effectivély, and
as a result, victims beg‘an/claiming compensation.’ Sufferers of ‘r;.lilwayvspine’ v}_ould most

ﬁkely be diagnosed with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) today.

5 Luckhurst, The Trauma Question. Luckhurst notes an 1895 edition of Popular Science Monthly, which' makes
use of the phrase “psychical trauma” to mean a “morbid nervous condition” (2).

6 For a fuller review of ‘railway spine,’ see Luckhurst, The Trauma ,Que.rtioﬁ, 20 - 26.



PTSD, often differentiated from other mental disordets because of its distinct link
to a specific event, has had parﬁculat ramifications in litigation. The early example of
‘railway spine’ iﬁforms the otigins of trauma in relevant and distinctive ways, highlighting
the need to elucidate psychical trauma: without a diagnosis, sufferers would not be
treated, and without a proper validation of the disorder, the legal system would not
prbvide compensétion. Moreovef, it demonstrates that trauma’s history is not
homogeneous, maidng it &fﬁcult, if no£ imﬁossible, to délineate a clear trajectofy.
‘Railway spine’ also indicates that trauma is a distinctly modern conception; Dominick
LaCapra goes further to refer to the popular view of recent history as a iargely traumatic
era: “There ate reasons for the vision of history — or at least rfxodem and, even more,
postmodern culture — as traumatic.””” While I do not have the space to explore trauma’s
genealogy fully, it is important to note its multidiscip]ina?y, far-reaching nature: from
psychiatry to. neurobiology to law to militaty watfare, trauma is informed by many
different contexts.s The successive wats of the previous century, for example, have
spurred investigation into the devastating after-effects of combat trauma and ‘shell shock

syndrome,’ leading to a politicisation of war trauma.’ Feminism has given tise to stlidying

‘survivor syndrome’ as a gendered experience, as well as establishing a relationship

between sexual abuse and trauma.' The Holocaust has invited many theotists to

investigate the role of post-traumatic testimony in collective trauma; most importantly,

Holocaust literature has contributed to the crucial understanding that post-traumatic

7 Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2001}, ix.

8 Fora éomptehensive overview of trauma’s conception see Ruth Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2000) and Roger Luckhurst, “Part 1: Aetiology,” in The Trauma Question, 17 -
79 (New York, NY: Routledge). ’

9 Ibid.

10 See Judith Herman, Trasma and Recovery: From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror (London: Pandora, 1994).



symptoms occur belatedly.! In Trauma: A Genealo‘g'y, Ruth Leys implieé that the

A conception of trauma mirrors this belatedness:

Yet that same body of work on the [Holocaust] camp sutvivors remained
somewhat isolated from the literature on the combat neuroses, and to some
extent also from the literature on civilian trauma, until it was assimilated in the

‘post-Vietnam literatyre on PISD.!2

Janet Walker, in her article “Trauma Cinema: false memories and true experience,”
concurs, emphasising the interdisciplinary chain of effect:
The emergihg literature of the 1980s on sexual traumatization benefited from the
existing literature on battlefield trauma. And I expect that the public attacks on
women’s recovered memoties, hovirevgr unpleasant, will result in the discovery

that created elements are as much a feature of combat trauma as they are of

recovered memory.13

Trauma’s history thus emerges as a non-]ineag repetitious, and delajed sys_teth, one that
'~ has a strong correlation, as I mention above, to a psychodynamic understanding of
traﬁma. Drawing on Freudian principles, Cathy Caruth defines post-traumatic symptoms
by their repetitious reference to the o'riginalvevent: “the impact of the traumatic event
lies precisely in its belatedness, in its refusal to be simply located, in its insistent -

appearance outside the boundaries of any single place or time.”™* .

.11 See LaCapra Writing History, Writing Traama. 1 will elaborate on the belatedness of post-traumatic
symptoms in my theory section. .

121 eys, Trauma: A Genealogy, 15.
13 Janet Walker, “T'rauma Cinema: false memories and true experience” Sawen 42, no. 2, Special Debate:
Trauma and Screen Studies (2001): 214. Walker tefers to the 1990s controversial ‘Memory Wars,” and the

recovery of traumatic memory.

4 Cathy Caruth, Trauma: E.xploratiém in Memory (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1995), 9.



Dominick LaCapra warns, however, that trauma’s heterogeneous origins often lead
to a tendency in trauma theory to generalise suffering, where ‘survivor syndrome’ is too

-easily applied, and without distinction, to a multitude of traumatic expetiences:

But the indiscriminate generalization .of the category of survivor and the overall

conflation of history or culture with trauma, as well as the near fixation on

enacting or acting out post-traumatic symptoms, have the effect of obscuring

crucial historical distinctions...1s
Luckhurst similarly notes that trauma appeats to be “worryingly transmissible” in nature:
post-traumatic symptoms are able to navigate boundaries between patients, between
patient and déctor, and between victims and their listeners, or those not directly
experiencing the traumatic event.’® Much of this conflation, most specifically in the case
of vicarious ‘listener’ or ‘viewer’ sympathy, can be related to modern technology’s ability
to reproduce and broadcast trauma. Walker, quoting Hayden White, reflects on how

modern media, such as television, have changed the reception and representation of

trauma:

Twentiedl-century catastrophes are extraordinary, argues White, because they
must be comprehended through a ‘revolution in representational practices, and
the technologies of representation made possible by the electronics

revolution’.17

LaCapra argues that this allows for a culture where traumatic events “are not fully owned

by anyone and, in various ways, affect everyone.™'® While this is perhaps a reality of

15 LaCapra, Whriting History, Writing Trauma, xi.
16 Luckhurst, The Trauma Qsestion, 3.
17 White quoted in Walker, “Trauma Cinema: false memories and true experience,” 214.

18 LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, ix.



modernity, as well as the intrinsic nature of trauma observation and identification, it is
important to distinguish Eetween'different contexts of txéumatic expetience.

The ﬁeid of PISD, as Leys notes above, is an assimilaﬁon of previous,
multidisciplinary reséarch, ,aiméd to form “a unified tbeogl‘ that applies to the victim of
natural disaster; the combat victim, the Holocaust sutvivor, the victim of sexual abuse,
and the Vietnam veteran alike.”” As if stands today in the FourtH Edition of . the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder (DSM), Post-traumatic Stress Disorder

can atise from

direct personal experience of an event that involves actual or threatened death

ot setious injury, or other threat to one’s physical integrity; or witnessing an
" event that involves death, injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of another

person; ot learning about unexpected or violent deaﬂl, setious harm, or threat

of death or injury experienced by a family member ot other close associate.®

The formalisation of PTSD by the American Psychiatric Association (APA) in 1980 is
largely considered av tri_ﬁmph in trauma studies. Since its inclusion, hqwever, ité
description has been revised in many ways, and attracts debate. As noted above; LaCapra
finds the current deﬁnition of PTSD problematic as it now exténds to seconda.ry victims
of a traumatic event, a maj.or distinction from its 1980 limitation to ptimary victims.

The pararﬁeters of the disotder are another area in dispﬁte. The problem m usjng
PTSD as a definitive way to define trauma, is that experiencing or witnessing an
“extreme traumatic stressor” — an exttéme, life—thxeatening event, or other threats to
one’s physical integrity, such as sexual assault — wﬂl not necessatrily .result in the listed

post-traumatic symptoms. Similarly, if one expeﬁenées the symptoms of PTSD, but as a

19 Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy, 16, emphasis my own.

2 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Mansual of Mental Disorders, 4th ed., Text
Revision (Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Association, 2000): 424.



,resclt of getting divorced or being fired, for exatﬁple; it would fall under what the APA
classifies as Adjustment Disorder. Otherwise, and in accordance with the length of time
the symptoms persist, other fnen_tal disorders are considered, such as Acute Stress
Disorde'r.21 | |

My a.1m is not wholly to invalidate PTSD — later in my argument, I find its
synthesis with a psychodynémic understanding ef trauma very useful — but rather, to
highlight the. DSM’s shifting definitions.? The APA does not curcendy recognise
bereavement as a mental disorder; the rationale being‘thatlit’is normal to experience grief
after the loss of a loved one. The differing.criteria betvs}een normal and abnormal
grieving are still, and w1ll most likely continue to be, the subject of conttov.ersy,and
modification. In the current DSM-IV', Major Depressive Disorder currently has a
‘bereavement exclusion,” unless the symptoms ate experienced for longer chan two
months; the same gces fcr Adjﬁstment Disotder, for three months.? As quoted above,
.PTVSD does recognise sudden or violent.bereavethent as‘ a potential traumatic stressor:
“learning about unexpected ot violent death, setious harm, or chreat of death or m]ury
} experienced by a family inember or other close associlate.”24 As Yuval Neria and Brett
Litz state:

violent and unexpected loss results in severe feelings of personal vulnerability

and " forces the individual to confront the Pr’ospect of death, creating intense

2 APA, DSM4, 427

2 The APA documents the proposed changes for a multitude of mental disorders, including PTSD due
for the 2013 release of DSM’s Fifth Edition: APA, “Post-traumatic Stress Disorder,” DSM-5 Development,
http:/ /www.dsm5.org/ProposedRevisions/Pages/proposedrevision. aspx?nd—165 (accessed July 25,
2011).

2 APA, DSM4, 355, 682.
2% APA, DSMA4. Military combat, sexual assault, terrorist attack, torture, severe automobile accidents and

natural disasters are just a few of the examples of extreme traumatic stressors provided, and as the entty
notes, it is not limited to the listed examples (427).



‘anxiety, which arguably is the psychological aftereffect common to @/ traumatic

stressors.25

Holly G. Prigerson, an eatly researcher of beteavement, agrees that traumatic grief
" tmimics the three cluster symptoms of PTSD the first set relates to the way “the
traumatic event is pérsist’ently reexpetienced,” through distressing dreams, flashbacks or
thoughts; secondly, the “persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the trauma,”
which can mean avoiding activities, mbughts anld people that remind -one of the event;
lastly, the “persistent symptoms lof increased arousal,” such as outbursts of anger or
difficulty falling asleep.”

The problem that Prigeréon as well as Mardi J. Horowitz, another forerunner in ,
the research of traumatic grief, argue is that none of the current potential diagnoses
adeql.\latély covers its symptot;ls: both insist tha‘t‘a., new and separate category is needed to
encompass the speciﬁc disorder of traumatic grief — also ‘C;ommonly referred to as
complicated grief, prolonged or chronic grief, pathological grief, or traumatic
beteavement. 7 At the core of this issue is that if one does not fit the diagnostic critéria
for PTSD, Major Depressive Dis;order ot Adiusﬁnent Disérder, one will not get
treatment. Traumatic grief is a unique experience, argue Prigerson ef al, because it
involves both “the separation distress of losing an attachment figure and the fraumatic distress

of adjusting to life without that figure.”” Separation distress, Prigei:son continues,

% Yuval Netia and Brett T. Litz, “Bereavement by Traumatic Means: The Complex Synergy of Trauma and
Grief,” Journal of Loss and Trauma 9 (2003): p. 75

2 Holly G. Prigerson and others, “Consensus Criteria for Traumatic Grief,” The British ]wmza/ of Psychiatry
174 (1999) 67; APA,DSM~4, 428.

2 Mardi ]. Horowitz and others, “Diagnostic Criteria for Complicated Grief Disorder,” Focus: The Journal of
Lifelong Learning én Psychiatry 1, no. 3 (2003). Horowitz and others state that “major depressive disorder does
not adequately cover the symptom picture. Adjustment disorder is too nonspecific to serve as the relevant
additional category. The event criteria for PTSD exclude some common loss-induced reactions...” (297).

2 Prigerson and others quoted in Netria and Litz, “Bereavement by Traumatic Means: The Complex
. Synergy of Trauma and Grief,” 75, 77, emphasis my own.



“involves intrusive, distressing preoccupation with the deceased person (e.g. yearning,

longing,Aor searching),” and traumatic distress is defined by

efforts to avoid reminders of the deceased, fecling of purposdeésnéss and
futility about the future, a sense of numbness ot detachment resulting from the
loss, feeling shocked, stunned or dazed by the loss, difﬁculty.acknowledging the
death, feeling that life was empty and unfulfilling without the deceased, a
fragmented sense of trust, security and control, and anger over the death.?

Horowitz et al define similar diagnostic criteria, stating that the patient must experience

aﬁy three of the following seven symptoms:

Intrusive symptoms »
1. Unbidden memories or intrusive fantasies related to the lost relationship
2. Strong spells or pangs of severe emotion related to the lost relatibnship
3. Distressingly strong yearnings or wishes that the deceased were there
Signs of avoidance and failure to adapt _
4. Feelings of being far too much alone or personally.empty
5. Excessively staying away from people, places, or activities that remind the
subject of the deceased ) 7
6. Unusual levels of sleep interference |

7. Loss of interest in work, social, caretaking, or recreational ¥

Essentially, both Pﬁgerson and Horowitz outline a pets»istentlonging and preoccupation
with the deceased, and a general inability to catry on with life. They differ, however, in
their criteria for the duration of ;ymptoms: for Prigerson, S};mptoms must be preseﬁt for
lon_gt;r than six months, whereaé Horowitz extends it to longer than twelve months.
Once again, the bouﬁdary between nérmal and pathological grief is called into question. v

In the proposed changes for tixe DSM-V, to be released in- 2013, many revisions

have been suggested that reflect the recent and growing research in traumatic grief. The

? Prigerson and others, “Bereavement by Traumatic Means: The Complex Synergy of Trauma and Gtief,”
68. ' : ' '

% Mardi J. Hotowitz and others, “Diagnostic Criteria for Complicated Grief Disorder,” 297.

10



bereavement exclusion in Adjustment Disorders and Major Depressive Disorder has
been removed, implying that the loss of a signj.ﬁcanrt’ attachment figure now qualifies as a
precipitating event for either vdiso»rde;ﬂM Cur_rently; despite the fact that Complicatedi
Grief Disordef_has been proposed as a new addition from an outside source, the APA
still insists that there is insufﬁcient research to watrant it as a sepatate category.”? A
bereavement-related disorder will appear, however, under Adjustment Disorders as a -
sub-éection “Related to Bereavement,” which can be diagnoséd vat least twelve months
after a loss, and. follows a sm'ular set of diagnostic symptoms.to the ones listed by
Prigerson and Horowitz.”> The validation of Complicatéd Grief Disorder in clinical
'psychiatry remains fo be seen, and will most certainly be subject to much revision and
debate. One may obsetve, - ﬁowwer, that the algea of traumatic grief has been
- underresearched, most particulatly in the area of normal versus gbnoﬁnal grief, as well as
the type of bereavemént experience: for -examiale, the dif,ferénce in impact between an
expected and a violent dea,th..

Whether one considers the ﬁhmc depiction of people struggling to cope with the
sudden, accidental or violent death of a family member as a subgenre of trauma cinema
" ot as a gente in its own right, the representatibn of traumatic loss appeaﬁ's to be an area
mostly ovetlooked by contemporary film theoty, ot subsumed into larger historical or
cultural cinematic depictions, such as the loss of. a relative m wattime.

Janet Walker expia.ins trauma cinema as “a gt(;up of ﬁlms,‘ each of which deals with

a world-shattering event or events of the past, whether public, personal, or both.”*

3 APA, “Adjustment Disorders” DSM-5 Developmens, hitp://wrorw.dsm5.org/ ProposedRevisions'
/Pages/proposedrevision.aspx?rid=367 (accessed on August 10, 2011).

32 APA, “Conditions Proposed by Outside Sources” DSM-5 valopmnt, http:/ /www.dsm5.otg/proposed
revision/Pages/Conditions-Proposed-by-Outside-Sources.aspx (accessed -on August 10, 2011).

3 APA, “Adjustment Disorders.” ,

3 Walker, “Trauma Cinema: false memories and true expetience,” 214.

.
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~ Walker also cotrelates the topics covered By trauma cinema to the American Psychiatric
. Association’s list of possible traumatic stressors; she does not, however, meﬁtion fannhal
loss. Most film theorists analysing trauma cinema tend to focus primatily on historical or
cqltural Mu@s: as Walker writes, “To think in terms of a ‘trauma .cinema’,vtherefore, is
to think of certain Vietnam or World War II dlen;ed films.”” The focus is reflected in.
one of Walker’s studies, Tmzfma Cinema: dommmting incest and the Hol.omu.rt.36 In E. Ann
Kaplan and Ban Wang’s Trauma éﬂd Cinema: Cross-Cultural Explorations, the coneentration,
t0o, is on nation-scale traumas, such as post—Apartheid South Africa, the Holocaust, and
the bombing of Hiroshima.”

Luckhurst’s The Trauma Question, on the other hand, encompasses a range of
m@ films, such as Hiroshima Mon Amour® Blue Velvet® 21 Grams® Memento" and
Elephant.* Arguably, all characters in trauma cinema negotiate What Jeffrey Kauffmann
refers to as a loss of the assumptive world, or “assumptions or beliefs. that ground,
secure, ot orient people, that give a sense of feeﬁty, meaning, or purpose to life.”* Surely,
in Gaspar Noé’s 1m"wm'_b/e,“ the brutal fape and bcaﬁng of Alex will find her engaged

. with a loss, or fragmentation, of identity and meaning. Thete are many useful

% Walker, “Trauma Cinema: false memories and true expetience,” 215.

36 Janet Walker, Trasuma and Cinema: doammtmg incest and the Holocaust (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Umvetsuy
of California Press, 2005).

37 E. Ann Kaplan and Ban Wang, Trawma and Cinema: Cross-Cubtural Explomaan.f, (Hong Kong' Hong Kong
University Press, 2009)

38 Alain Resnais (dit), Hiroshima Mon Amour (France: Cocinor, 1959).

39 David Lynch (dir), Bl Velvet (USA: De Laurentiis Entertainment Geoup, 1986).
4 Alejandro Gonzilez Ifidrritu (dir), 27 Grams (USA: Focus Featqres, 2003).

4 Chn:istdpher Nolan (dir), Memento (USA: Newmarket Films, 2000).

42 Gus van Sant (dit), Elgphant (USA: HBO Films, 2003).

4 Jeffrey Kauffmann, “Introduction,”-in Lass of the A.ma@kw World: A Tbeogy of Traumatic Loss, ed. Jeffrey
Kauffmann, (N ew York: Brunner-Routledge, 2009), 1.

#“ Gaspar Noé (dix), Irméversible (France: Mars Distribution, 2002).
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comparisons to be maele'by examlmng these traumatic narratives in relation to each
other, and Luckhurst reveals significant similarities in the‘wey these films engage in
atemporal plots, associating the complexmes of trauma with narrative time. For the
putpose of a focused study, however, and because of what I have observed as an
'increased popularity in these narratives, my definition of traumatic loss takes the specific
form of people struggling to cope with the death of a femﬂy member.

I omit studying narratives whete the socio-political or historical context dominates
the focus of, ot instigates; the trauma. The loss of a si)ouse in films such as The Constant
Garden.er” and The Roaa’,46 for exaﬂlple, are largely focalised through, and dictated by,
echpsmg circumstances: in the former, an. mtematlonal pharmaceutical consplxacy, and
the latter, a post-apocalyptic wasteland. I also exclude from my study narratives where
the loss is not of a Sudde_n, accidental ot violent nature, not because I presume it to be

| less traumatic, but becau.se of &1e perceived rise in film narrati_ves where 2 family member |
 dies beeause of unprecedeﬁted events: 2 ear accident, a eltowning, a shooting. Cathy
>Caruth,' whose reading of Freud I ﬁﬁd 'invalﬁab_le, largely deﬁﬁes trauma in relation to
unprecedented events, or ‘fright’ and the element of surprise: “What causes trauma,
then, is a shock that appears to work very much like a bodily threat but is in fact a break
in the mind’s expetience of titm.””‘Sim‘ﬂaﬂy, the American Psychiatric Association refers
to the “/arning of the unexpected death” as the traumatic event. It is a significant
o‘eservation that the majority of familial loss na.tratives I examine centre on a child’s

death.® Walsh and McGoldrick write that the loss of a child is arguably “the most tragic

45 Fernando Meirelles (dit), The Constant Gardener (USA: Focus Features, 2005).
4“_]ohn Hillcoat (dit), The Road (USA: Dimension Films, 2009).

47 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trasma, Narvative, and History (Balumore, Maryland: The John
Hopkins University Press, 1996), 61.

# For a closer look at representations of missing, victimised and dead childten in cinema see Emma
Wilson, Cinema'’s Missing Children (London: Wallflower Press, 2003).
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of all off-time losées, rveversiing. generational expectations.”49 Cinematically, the
. representation of chﬂd death serves as a radical signifietr of traumatic léss.

One of the most defining aspects of my investigation is narrative progression. I am
not interested in all nmadves that cohtain instanées of death and grief, or that are simply
‘motivated by the death of a famiiy mem'ber;v rathér, I seek narratives that focus; on
bereavement as the film’s primary topos, using the sudden. and unexpected absence of a
- family membei as a starting point for the exploration of gtief. An important feature
regarding narrative progression tends to fall under the different depictions that oc‘cﬁx in
independent and genre cinema. Emma Wilson’s Cinema’s Missing Children, which focuses
on cinematic representations of missing, victimised and dead children, makes hesitant yet
relevant observétions regarding >the distinction. She observes that while strict divisions
between the two cinemas are potentially obstrucd;fe in a thematically approached study,
the “freedom of self—éxpression” associated with independent productions, especially
when handling sensitive subject matter such as- chlld victimisation, tends to generate very
different results.* Wilson argues that while genre cinema cont'mueslan engagement with
the child-victim, most commonly seen in the horror genre, the works of independent and
arthouse directots, such as Todd Solondz and Atom Egoyan, yield a different interaction
with the subject:

What their work does, precisely, is refuse to fit existing entertainment formulas

in both their manipulation of film form and in their treatment of the missing

4 Froma Walsh and Monica McGoldtick, Living with Loss: Death in the Family New York: W.W. Notton &
Company Inc., 1991), 18. Also see Shirley A. Murphy and others, “The Aftermath of the Violent Death of
a Child: an integration of the assessments of parents’ mental distress and PTSD during the first 5 yeats of
bereavement,” Journal of Loss and Trauma 7 (2002). The death of a child is observed as an extreme stressor
on patents, particularly when the loss is unexpected, most commonly related to homicide, suicide, or
accident (205). ‘ o

50 Wilson, Cinema'’s Missing Children, 3 — 4.
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child as subject. In contrast to Hollywood in parﬁcular, the avoidance of

sentiment in the treatment of this subject is seen as paramount...5!

| - Revenge natratives such as Mystic River’® and Reservation Road” thus tend to fall outside the
tealm of my study, as t.hfey» use the loss of a family member as a motivation to explore
cultural c;,inematic myths of violence md retribution.™ The recent Shutter Isiand” tells the
story of a man traumatised by the loss of his Wife,énd children. The film’s plot, hOW;:ver,
disguised as an intricate murder mystety intended to communicate belatedly his multiple
personalities, overshadows the possibility for a reﬂectivé representation of traumatic
grief. More often than not, popular gente natratives tend to rely on conventional tropes
- of violence and suspense, and lack a distinctive interaction with a traumatised
subjectivity. That being said, Ifdrritu’s 2; Cmm.r, while categorised as an arthouse film,
displays a curative éndmg similar to the cqnclusion to the Hollywood féatu.te, M}g’nqriy
quon‘.56 The ending of Spielberg’s film, Wilson argxies, uses a substitutive economy that
replaces the lost child when the protagoﬁist’s wife falls pregnant, raising complex issues
of representing traumatic recovery and resolution.” -

I aim to examine the traumatic loss narraﬁve as an essential and gréWing part of
trauma cinema, and explore the applicabilil;y of exist:ing trauma theotry. Simultaneously,
vhov'vever,' I distinguish it from other trauma nan:atives. Because of the intense personal
focus on loss, and mourning as a pést—traumatic condition. Following Prigeréqn’s

combination model of ‘traumatic distress’ and ‘separation distress, I will apply both

1 Thid,, 3.

.32 Clint Eastwood (dir), Mystic River (USA: Wamer Bros. Pictures, 2003):

33 Terry George (dir), Reservation Road (USA: Focus Features, 2007).

54 In my annlym of Ix the Bedroom, 1 further contextualise revenge narratives.

5> Martin Scorsese (dir), Shutter Isiand (USA: Paramount Pictutes,‘2010).'

56 Steven Spielberg (dit), Minority Report (USA: Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation, 2002).

57 Ibid., 4.
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trauma theory and grief theoty to my selection of films. While the study of trauma
. requites a multi—disciplinary awareness and approach, for the putpose of my focused
investigation I concentrate on a specific aspect of trauma and grief theory that is aimed at
négodating issues of narrative and cinematic representation. My theoretical investigation
outlines two central perspectives in contefnpotary trauma theoty: the ﬁrst is dominated
by Cathy Caruth and the pést—strhctutalis; discourse which aims to deﬁe trauma as an
anti-narrative, locating it as an unrepresentable concept. The second perspective is
focalised thxough Freudian theories, and calls for a reconstruction and recupetation of
trauma through the structures of language and symbolism. I aim to provide a perspective
that reflects on the beneficial mefging of the two modes, wheré I W111 outline the issues
bound up with trauma and representation, but also pronﬁote thé psychoanalytic discourse
thét allows for a grad@ narrativisation of the traumatic experience. Furthermore, I seek
to demonstrate the possibilitieé that cinema offers in répresenting the complexities and
paradoxes of trauma. The ﬁtst‘ section thus consists of a theoretical investigation, but
includes an examination of a myriad of traumatic ioss-narraﬁ\}es, produced mainly in the
past three decadeé, revealixig an emerging set of themes, narrative structures, and
iconography which I use in analysing my key films.

‘:The analysis of five ﬁlms, to each of which I dedicate a chapter, constitutes-tlxe
second section of my thesis: 27 Grams, In the Bedroom® Don’t Look Now,”® Tbg Sweet
Hereafter” and Trois couleurs: Blew.”' Each film offers variation on thé topic, natratively and
aesthetically, and opens up to different, yet ultimately inter‘weaving discussioﬁs | on

cinema, trauma and loss.

%8 Todd Field (dir), In rbe Bedroom (USA: Miramax Films, 2001).
59 Nicolas Ro'eg (dit), Don’t Look Now (UK: British Lion Film Corporation, 1973).
 Atom Egoyan (dir), The Sweet Hereafter (Canada: Alliance Communications Corporation, 1997).

6 Krzysztof Kieslowski (dir), Troés coulesrs: Blen (France: MK2 Diffusion, 1993).
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I locate 21 Grams and In the Bedroom as problematic narratives that highlight the
issues of n:auma and representation.. Ifidrrita’s film exhibits an unbalanced treatment of
" plot and story: its fragmented narrativé éften comes at the expense of character and s?ory
"complexity,.and the mﬁaﬁve resolvés itself in an especially curative endiqg. My chapter
on In the Bedroom briefly explores the revenge film in relation to traumatic loss. The film’s
final act, where a husband and wife; aVenge their son’é death, is arguably the. result of a
problématiq Hférary adaptation, '\liut its gen.eric' conventions. overshadow the film’s
detgailing of a couple totn apart by grief.

..My chapter on The Sweer Heﬁzy"ter examines the narrative’s involvement with
redemption and blame, and how it invokes patterns of denial and transference. By
moving bac';k and forth across four different time frames, and a multitude of family
~ traumas, the film creates a continuing dialogue between moutning and dread, presence

and absence, refusing to coﬁfofm to curative ﬁo@s.

Don’t Look Now is a film commonl}; exaﬁined by critics as a contemporary Gothic
thriller. My analysis aims to realise it as a traumatic loss narrative, focusing on how ﬁhe
film, tﬁrough its c.o‘nscipus undermining of coﬁventional narrative logic, &cates a dream;
like space that not only mirrors the bewildering nature of the sﬁpernatural, but of a
grieving father’s unconscious and repressed desireé.

| My final chapter on Trois Coulenrs: Blen examines tl'le narrative focus on a bereaved
mother’s intense demal of her loss, and the ways in which the film continually and
consciously refuses a direct representation of her grief. By using metaphors and

. repetitions of music, coiou.r and light, Kieslowski’s film seeks. an engagement with the

traumatised subject that reflects a consciously hesitant mode of recovery.
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PART ONE

Contemporary trauma culture:
from the incomprehensible to the curative

Kerwin Lee Klein proposes that contemporary tj:auvma'culttuc can be divided into two
approaches: the “avant-garde” and the “therapeutic.”” The avant-garde, he explains,

763 and can be located

concerns itself mainly with a “discourse of the unrepresentable,
within 2 post-stxuc_turaﬂiSt perspective that insists on trauma as an apotia, a crisis in
 representation, narrative and time. At the other end of the spécttum, Klein posits the
therai)eutic approach, which he associates with Freud’s ;talking cure’ aﬁd a rédémptive,
consolatofy mourning. This chapter e#plores both perspectives, but like Klein, I do not
aim wholly to promote eithér approaéh; rathet, T advocate the value of considering a
symbiotic relationship between the “é.vant-gatde” and the “therapeutic,” and establishing
" a more accessible, yet anibiguous petspective on the cc;mplexiﬁes of trauma and gﬁef.
In.C'athy Caruth’s Uhclag'med Experience: Trauma, Narmtz’z)e, and History she defines

trauma as a paradoxical experience:

...trauma is not locatable in the simple violent or original event in an
individual's past, but rather in the way its very unassimilated nature — the way it
was precisely not known in the first instance — returns to haunt the survivor later

prs

on.*

Caruth, along with trauma theorists such as Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, studied

under the deconstructionist Paul De Man, who was heavily influenced by the Derridean

62 Kerwin Lee Klein, “On the Emergence of Memory in Historical Discourse,” Representations 69, Specml
Issue: Grounds for Remembenng (2000) 137.

63 Berger quoted in Klein, “On the Emergence of Memoty in Historical Discourse,” 137.

6 Caruth, Unclzimed Escperience: Trauma, Nairative, and History, 4
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theories that arose in the late 1960s and eatly *70s. K.lem s avant-garde” e;pproach
focalises trauma through a post—structuta.hst model that decentres and destabilises the
idea of inherent meaning in language, signs, practices and knowledge.65 Like language,
~ trauma is petceived as a referential struétu.te, but it only exists in reference to an
inaccessible context. Trauma, Caruth argues, can only be defined by' its “unéssim'ilated
nature,” d¢scﬁbing the experience as unlocatable and unknowabl_e. She also highlights ';he
traumatic éxpetience as belated and repetitious; its significant relationshiplto temporality
has particular relevance té my exploration of narrative .cinen.xa. Caruth’s understanding of
Freud’s “Beyond the Pleasure Principle;” which she reads largely through Derridean - ’.
philosophies, is ‘central to her thesis. | |

The idea of a_‘latency period’ emetges in Freud’s eatlier theory on infantile
sexuality in the 18905. 'Freud writes, “Perhaps the abnérmal reaéﬁoh to sexual
impressions which surprises us in hysterical subjecté at the age of puberty is quite
generally bgsed on»sexual experiences- of this sort in childhood....”® After a sexually
traumatic inpident, a child’s progression, Freud tﬁeorised, undergoeé an. interruption
&om'appfo:;imately age six to adolescence: dﬁring this latency period, thé child represses
the traumatic rﬁemories, only for them to resurface in adolescence as a form of hjsteria.
The essence of the eatlier traumatic event, Fregd implies, is only given meam'hg with its
subsequent reappearance. |

It is also during Freud’s examination of his traumatised patients that he perceives
‘the talking cure’ as a h.lghly effective meth(;d of recovery, and one which largely defines
psychoanalysis today. Josef Breuer, ;:oﬂaborating with Freud on hysteria studvies,‘

“observed that improvements in his patients occurred when he let them talk freely about

6 Klein, “On the Emergence of Memoty in Historical Discourse,” 137.

% Sigmund Freud, “The Actiology of Hysteria,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
. Sigmund Freud, ed. and tranls. James Stratchey (London: Hogarth, 1962 [1896]), 202.
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th_eﬁ thoughts, anxieties and desires.” Unlike the post—stxuchna]ist perspective that sees
trauma as an incomptehensible | experience, ‘the talking cure’ and psychba.nalysis
encourage hnguage_as part of a ﬁ:solution. As Jacob Arlow exphins, one of i:he' main
functions of the psychoanalyst is to uncover what the patient has repressed, and the
E “interpretation of unconscious meaning is made possible through rrietaphor.”.é8 Through
_ the act of displacement, the patient aims to narrativise the untransformed trauma, using
repetition, symbolism, contrast and metaphor to transmit an encoded message, and
ultimately aid in psychoanalytic communication as well as a possible recovery.”

Though his theory of infantile sexuality was later abandoned, Freud’s two-phase
conceptualisation of Uam, the ideé that traumatic events are realised and defined by
their eventual, haunting return, had considerabie impact on his later work and
contemporatry trauma theory.m In 1920, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle” saw Freud
exploring the dreams of World War I veterans, continuing the method of ‘the ta]king

cure.” He writes:

Now in the traumatic neuroses the dream life has this peculiarity: it continually
takes the patient back to the situation of his disaster, from which he awakens in

renewed terror.”!

Freud saw dreams as the most reliable source to explain deeper psychic processes, and

initially, one that he perceived to support his theoty of the pleasure principle.” The war

¢ Joseph D. Lichtenbetg, The Talking Cure: A Descriptive Guide to Psychoanahsis (Hillsdale, New Jersey:
- Analytic Press, 1994), ix.

6 Jacob A. Atlow, “Metaphor and the Psychoanalytic Situation,” The Psychoanalytic Quarterly 48 (1979): 363.
% Ibid., 373.
70 Luckhurst, Tbhe Trauma Question, 8.

" Sigmund Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” in The Major Works of Sigmund Freud (Chicago:
Encyclopaedia Brittanica, 1952 [1920]), 641.

2 In my chapter on Don’t Look Now, 1 closely analyse'Freud’s eatliet exploration of dreams in “The
Interpretation of Dreams” (1900), and in particular, the dream of the burning child.
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veterans, however, were not achieving wish-fulfilment through their nightmares, but re-
expetiencing vthe traumatic event, and petpetuating their suffering. The ‘repetition-
compulsion,” Freud exflains, defines the patient’s inability to posit the trauma m the |
past: instead, the moment repéatedly iﬁt:udes on the present: “He is obliged rather to
npeét as a cutrent experience what is repressed, instead of, as the physician would prefer
to see Ivljm‘do,'mollecting it as a fragment of the pyas‘st.”73 In éontrast, Freud also observed a
numbing of the senses: “But I am not awate that the paﬁent§ suffeting> from &aumatic
neuroses a;e much occupied in waking life with the recollection of what happened to

»™ Judith Herman, in her study on

them. They, pethaps, strive rather not to thﬂk of it.

traumatised women, observes that a duality of traumatic symptoms also presents itself in

~ the victim’s close relationships. In an attemét to avoid reminders of the trauma, one may
Withdraw from social life; simultaneously, one may actively cling to loving attachments as
a form of emotional Protecﬁon.”

The perplexing symptoﬁxs of trauma saw Freud attempting to develop theories on
the complex relationship between trauma and re‘pression. He conceived consdbusr;ess as
a protective. layer against stimuli that could potentially harm the sensitive otganism. |
Traumatic neu'rosis,vhe argued, occurred when “external éxcitations” —a n:a.m accident,

~war combat, physical assaulf — wete strong enough to ruptﬁre the protective layer.”
Freud saw the psychic i)rocesses of the unconscious as timeless: “they are not arranged
chfonologically, time alters nothing in them, nor can the idea of time be applied to
them.” The barrier of consciousness, Carui:h elaborates, shields the organism not simply

from unwanted stimuli, but “protects the organism by placing stimulation within an

B Ffeud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” 643.

7 Ibid., 641, my emphasis. These contrasting symptoms — re-expetience and avoidance — are two of the
three symptom criteria for PTSD. -

> Hertnan, Trauma and Recovery: From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror, 56.

76 Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” 648 — 649.
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ordered experience of time.” ' Consequently, when an exceftional experience breaches the
barrier of consciousness, the traumatic event can be conceived as a fragmentation of
| ‘memoty.

Freud further claimed that the main contributing 'factor to this destructive
repetition lay not in the content of the actual event, but in its unexpected nature: he
defines the causal element of ‘fright’ as “the name of the condition to which one is
reduced if one encounters a danger without being prepared for it; it lays stress on the

element of surprise.”” Ruth Leys explains:

It is only when the ego is caught unprepared and insufficiently “cathected” to
bind additional amounts of inflowing energy that its protective shield is

breached and a massive release of unbound or unpleasurable energy occurs.”

Catuth, too, emphasises Freud’s focus on the suddenness of trauma:

It is not simply, that is, fhe, literal threatening of bodily life, but the fact that the
threat is recognised by the mind one moment too late. The shock of the mind’s.
relation to the threat of death is thus not the direct experience of the threat, but

predsely the missing of this experience.”

~She proposes that it is essentially Becaﬁse the otiglinal event is unavailable to
consciousness that one compulsively confronts it, but always 1n the form of a ‘symptom,’
suc?h as a drea.m, flashback ot thought.81 For Caruth, trauma can hever be conceived in
relation to a complete truth Rather, in association with pbst-structuralist ideology, she

insists that the expetience of trauma necessitates a partial understanding: “[TThe most

71 Carath, Unclaimed E@eﬁené: Trauma, Narvative, a;td Hi;rtoy, 61, my emphasis.
78 Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” 641. ‘

 Leys, Trauma: a genealogy, 29. ’

8 Caruth, Unclaimed Ea;perience.' Trasma, Narrative, and Hi:toé, 62.

81 Ibid., 60.
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direct seeing of a violent event may occur as an absolute inability to know it; that
immediacy, paradoxically, may take the form of belatedness.” Because one can nevet -
access the missed encounter, the experience is deeméd incomprehensible, unlocatable
and unspeakable while simultaneously intrusive and repetitious, “suggest[ing] a larger
relation to the event that extends i)eyond what can simply be seen or what can be
known.”® ‘ a -

Caruth’s perception of trauma as a nﬁssed encbunte; also corresponds to Jacques
Lacan’s conception. of the Real, which refers to that which resists meaning and
representation.* In Lacanian terms, the Real cannot be inscribed into the Symbolic.as, it
is exteﬁor to the phenorﬁenological wotld of symbols and language, nor can it be
experienced, and thus also opposes th;e Imagmary Lacan uses ‘Aristotle’s term suché to
descn'beb the realm in which the Real is encountered; however, becaqse the Real can

never be fully grasped or expetienced, and yet presents itself as an insistent lack, it is

conceived as an essentially missed encounter.®*® While Lacan’s theories are not directly

~ concerned with trauma, it is here that one can associate it with the Real: as Slavoj Zizek

explains, that which repeatedly petsists as an absence “is precisely what defines the
notion of the traumatic event: a point of failure of symbolization, but at thé same time
never given its positivity — it can be constructed only ba(;kwards, from its structural
effects.”® | |

Freud, unable Lo. align the fepet‘iﬁon-compulsion with his earlier theory of the
pleasure Pﬁnciple, sought a new paradigm fhat would explain instinctual behaviour. The

death drive is based on the premise that certain organic life retains a keen anticipation of

82 Thid., 91.

8 Ibid.

8 Jacques Lacan, Eoits: a selection, transl. Alan Sheridan (London: Tavistock/Routledge, 2006).

8 Thid.

8 Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideolsgy (London: Verso, 1989), 169.
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death: “an instinct would be a tendency ’iﬁnﬁte in living organic matter impelling ii '
towards the reinstatemen¥ of an eatlier conditioﬁ.””‘ Freud argues that the drive
stimulates the desire to return to one’s inotganic status, to the previous, quiescent state
of being that existed before the éurfacing of life. “The goal of all life,” Freud writes, “is
death.”® Perplexingly, howevet, the organism wants to die on its own terms, and resists
 all the potential traumas which could help it teach its goal in a speedier fashion.” The
Barrier of cbnsciousness, for eMplc, exemplifies the way in which the mind attempts to
watd off psychic dangers. The repetition—compuléion, Freud claims, is a form of mastery
over what the mind has failed to protect itself from. As Paul Fry explains, one can view
ﬂlis effort as a “mastering in advance through rehearsal, as it were, the inevitabilify of
death, the ua@a of death which awaits and which has been heralded by traumatic
évents in one’s life.”” |

‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle ” was not Ffeud’s first attempt to comprehend the
patient’s compulsion to repeat. ‘Mou@g and Melélcholia, ? wn'tteﬁ in 1915 and
published two years later, attributes a similar self-destructive repet';tiori to the abno@d
state of grieving. Despite Freud’s éhanging ideas regardiﬁg loss, ‘Mourning and
Melancholia”is a useful starting point as it delineates some of the problems still plaguing
contemportary gtief theory; In this early text, Freud makes clear distinctions between

normal and abnormal grieving:

U Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” 651.
8 Thid., 652.
8 Ibid., 653.

% Paul H. Fry, “Freud and Fiction,” Open Yalk Courses; ENGL 300: Introduction to Theoty of Literature
Lecture  Series,  http://oyc.yale.edu/english/introduction-to-theory-of-literature /content/downloads
(accessed July 7, 2011). The concept of the repetition-compulsion as a form of mastery is also strongly
influenced by Freud’s observation of his grandson’s forr-da (gone-here) game. He viewed this repetitive
game, where the child threw a wooden spool back and forth in his crib, as a symbolic mastery over his
mother’s departure and return (Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” 641 — 643).
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Mourning is regulatly the reaction to. the 1oss of a loved person, or to the loss of
some abstraction which has taken place of one, such as fatherland, liberty, an
ideal, and so on. As an effect of the same influences, melancholia instead of a
state of grief developé in some people, whom we consequently suspect of a

morbid pathological disposition.?

‘Mourning, he claims, wotks via what Taminy Clewell refers to as a

% a process whereby “each single one of the memories and hopes

“hyperremembering,
which bound the libido to the object ié brought up and hyper;cathected, and the
detachment of the libido is ::1ccomp1ishe_d'.”93 The moutner obsessively revives memories,
but through a testing of reality, realises that the loved object no longér exists outside the
psyche, and a;:cepts the loss. Once this course is complete, the ego becomes “free and

uninhibited again,” in other words, is able to invest its libido in a new love object.’f‘

Freud describes melancholia, on the other hand, as occurring when

the free libido was withdrawn into the ego and not directed to another object. It
did not find applicat:ioh there, however, in any one of the several possible ways,
but served simply to establish an identification of the ego with the abandoned

object.?

The narcissistic identification that the ego forms with the lost other causes the ego to
become impoverished: “Thus the shadow of the object fell upon the ego....””® As Freud

. writes, “In grief the wotld becomes poor and empty; in melancholia it is the ego itself

1 Sigmund Freud, “Mouming and Melancholia,” in A General Selection from the Works of .S'zgmund Freud, ed.
John Rickman (I-Iertfordshue Gatden City Press Limited, 1937 [1917]), 143.

92 Tammy Clewell, “Mourning beyond Melancholia: Freud’s Psychoanalysis of Loss,” Journal of the American
Psychoanakytic Association 52, no. 1 (2004): 44. :

9 Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” 144,
94 Tbid., 145.
95 Ibid., 150.

% Ibid.
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[which becomes poof and empty].””’ Melancholia’s defining features, as described below,

differ from normal mourning mainly in the deprecation of self: -

...a profoundly painful dejection, abrogation of interest in the outside world,
loss of the capacity to love, inhibition of all activity, and a lowering of the self-
regarding feelings to a degree that finds utterance in self-reproaches and self-
revilings, and culminates in a delusional expectation of punishment.”

Freud describes a general inability to catry on with life after loss. More specifically,
however, one can obsetve the symptoms of avoidance and detachment alongside the
more intrusive signs of guilt and self-retribution. This is oﬁe of the ways in which Freud
describes melan;ho]ia similatly to trauma, with regard to the dual symptoms of re->
expetience and avoidance. | |

]ahéri Ramazani takes,iséue with Freud’s conception of normal moﬁrning, arguing

that it leads to a largely idealistic and impenetrable view on loss:

Most clinical psychoanalysis has adopted “normal”, “healthy” ot “successful”
mourning as a therapeutic ideal, often hypostatizing mourning as a rigid step-by-

step program that leads from shock to recovery...%
Freud’s normal mourning also implies a substitutivé economy in that it calls for the
systematic replacement of the lost object. The curative ideal is also contextualised within
Klein’s “therapeutic approach,” which claims that Freud’s ideas regarding loss are often
used to endorse a sentimental social discourse:

In the past few years, such terms as ‘mourning’ and ‘working through’ have
demonstrated a dangerous tendency to attach themselves to New Age

97 Ibid., 146.
% Ibid., 143.

9 Ramazani, Poetry of Mosxrning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to Heaney, 28.
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discourses, and for each monograph attempting a careful, rigorous engagement
with psychoanalytic tradition we suffer a host of self-help histories.1%0

In her article “Mouming beyond Meléncholié.: Freud’s Psychoanalysis of Loss,” Tammy
Cle:well claims that criticism of Freua then ignores the revisions he made in The Ego and
the 1d, where he drastically altered‘}.xis perceptions of loss.” In his 1916 paper “On
ttanéience,” Freud revisits his previous version of normal mourning, and puzzles over

why letting go is such an arduous task to complete:

But why it is that this detachment of libido from its objécfs should be such a
painful process is a mystety to us and we have not hitherto been able to frame
any hypothesis to account for it. We only see that libido clings to its objects and

will not renounce those that are lost even when a substitute lies ready at hand.102

In The Eéo and the 14, published in 1923, Freud reconceptualises the formétion of the ego
as fundamentally founded in loss. Freud argued that a young child’s éwaxenéss of self
detives from the process of identifying with a love object, most commonly a parent, and
_ subsequently coping with the léss of or separation from this love object. The process of
identiﬁcaﬁon and .intemalisation, whi;:h Freud originally asserted lead to thelancholia, was
now viewed as a crucial part of contextualising oneself in the psychic world.'” As h§-
writes, directly addressing his previous establishment of melancholia as a pathological
disorder, “we did not appreciate the full significance of the procéss' [of melancholia] and

did not know how common and how typical it is. 1%

10 Klein, “On the Emergence of Memory in Historical Discourse,” 136.
101 Clewell, “Mourning beyond Melancholia: Freud’s Psychoanalysis of Loss,” 43.
102 Freud quoted in Clewell, “Moul:ﬁing beyond Melancholia: Freud’s Psychoanalysis of Loss,” 58.

~ 19 Sigmund Freud, “The Ego and the 1d,” The Major Works of Sigmund Freud (Chicago: .‘Encyérl'opacdia
Brittanica, 1952 [1923]), 703 — 708.

104 Thid., 703.
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Judith Herman states: “Since mourning is so difficult, resistance to mourning is
probably the most common cause 'éf staghation. .. Drawing from Freud’s theories in
 The Ego and the 1d, Clewell explains that mourning is such a difficult experience precisely
i)ecause of the identification with the lost other: relinquishing thg love object would
mean letting go of “an irrecoverable attribute of the self necessary to the mourner’s sense
of coherent identity.”'® Jeffrey Kauffmann concurs, defining traumatic grief as a
“fragtnentaﬁon of self”'” Freud thus dissolves the extreme polarisation between
“Mourning and Melancholia” and in doing so, suggests moutning as no longet a finite,
easily restorative process, but a grief without end. In 1929, nine years after his daughter

died from influenza, Freud wrote in a letter to a friend:

Although we know that after such a loss the acute state of mourning will
subside, we also know we shall remain iﬁconsolable and lwill never find a
substitute. No matter what may. fill the gap, even if it be filled completely, it
nevertheless remains sbmething else. And actually, this is how it should be. It is*
’. the only way of petpetuating that love which we do not want to relinquish. 108

Freud emphasises the integral endlessness of moutning; as well as the difficulty in
conceptualising what it means to “fill the gap.” Herman, too, explotes the complexities
of recovery: on one hand, she insists that “[t]esolution of the trauma is never final;

recovery is never complete.”'” She qualifies her statement, however, and explains that

while the traumatic expetience will continue to have ramifications throughout one’s life,

105 Herman, Trauma and Recovery: From Dapmtic Abuse to Political Terﬁr, 189.

106 Clewell, “Mourning beyond Melancholia: Freud’s Psychoanalysis of Loss,” 47.

167 Kauffmann, “Safety and the Assumptive World.”

108 Freud quoted in Clewell, “Mogming beyond Melancholia: Freud’s Psychoanalysis of Loss,” 61 — 62.

199 Herman, Trauma and Recovery: From Domestic Abuse to Polstical Terror, 211.
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“it is often sufficient for the sutvivor tov turn her attention from the tasks of recovery to
the tasks of ordinary life."’“0

Donﬁrﬁck LaCapra borrows Freud’s terms “Mourning and Melancholia” and
app]ies them to his work on the Holocaust, referring to them as “working-through” and
“acting-out” respectively.'"! Acting-out, he states, is related to repetition-compulsion, and
the inability to disengage from the traumatic experience. In working’-through, however,
the victim éventually gains a “critical distance on a problem, and is] able to distinguish
between past, present and future.”'> He aims, however, to dissolve ‘the distinction
between Freud’s initial fixed categorisation, and mote so, the polarisatibn of trauma

engagement in contemporary culture:

Trauma brings about a dissociation of affect and representation: one

disorientingly feels what one cannot represent; one numbingly represents what

one cannot feel. Working through trauma involves the effort to articulate or

rearticulate affect and representation in a manner that may never transcend, but

may to some visible extent counteract, a re-enactment, or acting out, of that

- disabling dissociation.!1?

LaCapra claims that in recent grief theory, acting-out is too often emphasised as a totally
destructive experience, incapable of alleviating suffering, whereas normal mourning, or
working-through, is often imagined as a fully remedial process."* As I explain eatlier in

connection with Klein’s therapeutic approach, the concept of Working-ﬂlrough has the

potential to yield unattainable therapeutic ideals regarding recovery. The narrow post-

10 Tbid,, 211 — 212,

11 Dominick LaCapra, “An Interview with Professor Dominick LaCapra,” (interviewed by Amos
Goldberg, Comell University, 1998) http://www1.yadvashem.org/odot_pdf/Micro soft%20Word%20-
%203646.pdf, 1. : :

112 Thid,, 2,

113 LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, 42.

114 Thid.
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stxuéturalist focus on dissociation, which tends to dominate critical trauma theory, fares
no better, often leading to a silepcing of< debate re@&ng issues of representation:
trauma is conceived as “a traumatic-sacred-sublime altetity,””s' bound up in the
inaccéssibi]ity of the Lacanian Real. LaCapra essentially argues that acting-out and
wotking-through should not be seen as mutually exdusive, but intimately connected
patts of a process. In my examination of the rehﬁbnship between trauma and narrative, I
maintain his approach, and an eﬁgagement which locates >t:rauma “between the

incomprehensible and the curative.

The “apparently paradoxical thing: the trauma
narrative” |

In The Trauma Question, Roger Luckhurst writes that “[t]he relationship between trauma és
a devastating distuption and the subsequent attempts t(; translate or assimilate this
disturbance is a fundamental tension between interruption and flow, blockage ‘and
movement.”"'® Luckhurst addresses the discourse of aporia, however, and claims that “if
- trauma is a crisis in representation, then th1s generates narrative possibility just as much as
impossibility, a compulsive outpouring of attempts to formulate narrative knowledge.”""’
He thus suggests that trauma and narrative can function dialeétically: integratiné them is
‘not only possible, but works to conceive u:aﬁ;natic representation as well as narrative
meaning. In labelliﬁg the ttauma‘ narrative an “gpparently paradoxical thing”""® Luckhurst

implies a complex relationship between traditionally opposed theotetical positions.

115 Berger quoted in Klein, “On the Emergence of Memory in Historical Discourse,” 137.
116 Luckhurst, The Tranma Question, 9.
17 1Ibid, 83.

118 Tbid, my emphasis.
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E. Ann Kaplan states that

Trauma is narration without narrativity - that is, without the ordered sequence
we associate with narratives. Images ate repeated but without meaning; they do

not have a clear beginning, middle and end.1*?

Without a three-act narrative structure, Kaplan states, narrative is void of meaning; causal

temporality thus implies' a sense of meaning. LaCapra, similarly, remarks that

conventional narratives can be considered restorative:

[I}f you take the conventional natrative structure itself — with a beginning, a
middle and an end, whereby the end recapitulétes the beginning after the trials
of the middle, and gives you (at least on the level of insight), some realization of
what it was all about — there’s a sense in which the conventional narrative is

redemptive.120

In tlﬁs sense, one can view narrative as subscribing to 2 working-through of conflict: the
narrative gears towards a cathartic rebirth, where the stabilising conclusion functions to
recover the earlier, undisturbed equilibrium. Like LaCapra, Peter Brooks states that it is
the end that structurally and thematically informs the enﬁr"e plot; “The sense of
beginning, then, is determined by the sense of an ending.'” And if we inquire further into
the nature of‘ the epding, we no doubt find that it eventually has to do with the human
end,v with death.”'® In his essay “Freud"s Masterplot,” Brooks argues that narrative

mimics the basic human instinct that Freud schematised of how “life proceeds from

!9 E. Ann Kaplan, “Melodrama, Cinema and Trauma” Soreen 42, no. 2, Special Debate: Trauma and Screen
Studies (2001): 204.

120 1 aCapra, “An Interview with Professor Dominick LaCapra,” 10 — 11.

121 Peter Brooks’ theory of the meaningful end is similar to the concepts discussed in Frank Kermode, The
Sense of an Ending Studies in the Theory of Fiction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967). Kermode argues
that the narrative end, which he correlates to notions of the biblical Apocalypsc, is in harmony with the
narrative beginning, and seeks to recover meaning and order.

122 Peter Brooks, “Freud’s Masterplot,” Yale French Studies 55/56, Literature and Psychoanalysis, The
Question of Reading: Otherwise (1977): 283 — 284.
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begihning to end.”'® He writes: “We emerge from reading ‘Beyond the Pleasure
Principle’ with a dynamic model which effectively structures ends (death, quiescence,
non-narratability) against beginnings (Etos, stimulation into tension, the desire of
. harrative). .b..”m Narrative desire, he argues, is prefnised on the very death wish which
Freud perceives in all life: to return to tﬁe inorganic'state of the non-narratable, or that
- which does not stimulate stoty into plot. The eﬁd of the text signifies tile end of the
reader’s engagement with the text, but as Ead G. Ingersoll explains, Brooks’ applic';ation
of psychoanalysis emphasises that “[d]eath, in the senserof an ending that reveals
meaning through a metapﬁorizing of the plot’s ordinaﬁness, is a consummation devoutly
to be wished.”'” |

Repetition and metaphot, Brooks argues, are essentially what initiate and unify
natration, combining and intercoﬁhecting different actions and events which are
independently insigniﬁczu;t.126 The ‘middle’ of the text functions to provide the
J/repetitions, obstacles and elaborations to bind excitations, before pursuing its ultimate
goal: the middle thus functions in accordance with the organism’s desite to petish on its
own terms, to attain the right end. If the narrative beginning, however, ié determinea by
the ending, then repetition also functions to resist the forward movement of time:
“Repetition is a return in the text, a doubling back. ..We are thus always trying to 'Work
127

back through time to that transcendent home, knowing of course that we cannot.

- Brooks’ reading of Freud’s model examines the text’s interdependent aims: the narrative

123 Thid., 285.
124 Tbid., 295.

125 Earl G. Ingersoll, Waiting for the End: Gender and Ending in the Contemporary Novel, (Madlson, New Jersey:
Farleigh Dickinson University Press, 2007),25.

126 Brooks, “Freud’s Masterplot,” 287 — 288,

127 Thid., 288, 299.
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desire £o delay the end, for as long as poséible, but eventually to satisfy its desite to teturn
to the place of qﬁiescen_ée.

As Brooks notes, he is not interested in the psychology of the reade'f,‘author or
fictional characters, but in the energies of the inarrative text.m. The iﬁtegraﬁon of
traumatic loss as a story event thus eﬁphasisés the importance of the narrative aims of
detour and end. The temporality of trauma, Judith Herman observes, is in coﬁttast with
~ narrative desite: “One obsetver describes the trauma stoty in its untransformed state as a
‘prenarrative.” It does not develop or progress in time, and it does not reveal the
storyteller’s feelings or interpretation of evcnfs.’;129 Herman drast attention to Pierre
Janet’s explanation Qf normal ot narrative memory as “the action of telling a story,” and
in contrast, traumatic memory as “wordless and s‘tatié.”m. The remembeting and telling
of the traumatic event as a story is considered by Herman an essential transformative
* step in recovery. The reconstruction of the trauma into a narrative forrﬁ, shg argues,'
implies the patient’s ability to situate the trauma in th(;, past, and dissociate from the
immediacy of the event.

While Herman concurs that immediate contact with trauma leaves one m a
fragmented, wordless space,‘she views language, and ;ommunicau'on between patient
and therapist, as a crucial form of emancipation. Hetman’s cbncept of recovery, as I note
earlier, is of a process that is never fully complete, but where one is able to gmn respite
from the intrusive re-expetiencing of trauma Post-structuralist discourse, on the otheli’
hand, defies any future possibility of narrative assimiiatipn, claiming that trau.ma is by its
very nature an ineffable, unregisterable entity snm]ar to the Lacanian Real, encompassing

‘what Rachel Wathol refers to as “those events that defy narration, foregrounding the

128 Tbid., 299.
12 Herman, Trauma and Recovery: From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror, 175.

130 Thid.
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inadequacy of language ot .Qf; visual image to achieve full representation, even of fictitious
events.”"”! |

Thete is ’a general consensus, as Roger Luckhﬁ.tst writes, that “[tjrauma, in effect,
~issues a challenge to the capacities of narrative knowledge.”’” At the core of the
- challenge appears to be the integration of traumatic time into narrative time; as
Luckhurst writes, “If narrative is at all possible then critical theory has been particularly
absorbed by the temporal paradoxes of trauma’s belated effects.”'” Echoing E. Ann

Kaplan that trauma is essenually “without the ordered sequence we associate Wlth

natratives,”'* Paul Fry argues that “[a]nything is unnarratable if we don’t have a sense of

a beginning, 2 middle, and an end to bting to bear on it. The narratable, in other words,

must enter into a structure.”’” The foundation of this structure, it appears, is its
compliance with temporality; trauma is regarded as an anﬁ-narrative essentially because it
~ does not conform to conventional linear time and causality. My exploration of the
traumatic loss narrative centres 0;1 cinema as a structure that, too, has \a signiﬁcant
relationship to temporality, and moreover, the possibilities for the medium self-
consciously to experiment with its own form and emphasise the ambiguities of traumatic
time.

Luckhurst acknowledges trauma as an extraordinary, complex expetience, but

simultaneously recognises its narrative possibilities. In turning to popular culture,

Luckhurst aims to show that trauma, despite the prevalent discourse of aporia in-

131 Rachel R. Warhol, “Neonattative: or, How to Render the Unnarratable in Reahst Fiction and
Contemporary Film,” in 4 Companion to Nafmtzw Tl)aogy, ed. James Phelan and Peter ]. Rabinowitz, 223
. (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005).
132 L uckhurst, The Trauma Question, 79.
133 Thid., 81.

134 Kaplan, “Melodrama, Cinema and Ttaﬁma»,” 204.

135 Fry, “Freud and Fiction.”
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contemporary trauma theory, condﬁually stimulates representation: “In its shock
impé.ct trauma is anti-narrative, but it also generates the maﬁic productionv of
'retrospecﬁ'vevnarratives that seek to explicate the trauma.”"”’ Na.m_ttiv.e., he sﬁggests, may
also be particularly capable of hana]ing the tensions between bloc;kage and movement,
more so than the discourses of science, medicine and psychiatry: “Narrative is spurred to
shape this disruptive anomaly into new kinds of forms, each forégrounding, sometimes
mofe, someti’mes less, the violent tension between discordance and concordance.”"®
Luckhurst attempts to liberate narrative from being tied to conventional time and form,
and concentrates on‘ its self-conscious abilities to render a space that registers the
complexities of trauma.

Jahan Ramazani also suggests, similatly to Luckhurst, that narrative art forms are

particulatly apt at expressing the paradoxes of traumatic expetience in contrast to more

traditional forms of consolation:

For many of us, religious rituals are no longer adequate to the complexities of
moutning the dead. Insufficient too ate the s_entimental consolations of the
- funeral patlor, the condolence card, and the pop song. Psychology usefully
elucidates the structures of bereavement, but it leaves us in want of a mourning

discourse more subtle and vivid, less normative and schematic.13

In Ramazani’s study on elegiac poétry, he argues that the modern experience of grief

resists a definitive path of enlightenment and clarification and is instead defined by

136 The prevalent discourse of aporia that I observe is in reference to the work of Cathy Caruth, which I
focus on specifically, but also to Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, who convey similar associations
between trauma, representation and aporia. See, for example, Felman and Laub’s often referred to joint
study, Téstimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanakysis, and History New Yotk: Routledge, 1992).

137 Luckhurst, The Trauma Question, 85.

138 Thid.

139 Ramazani, Poetry of Mourning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to Heaney, ix.
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“moral doubts, metaphysical scepticisms, and‘emou'onal tangles.”* One should turn to
-the modemn elegy, he writes, “expecting not so much solace as fractured speech, not so
much answers as memorable puzzlings.”'* Ramazani outlines the potential for poetry to
emphasise the ambigﬁ.ities of loss; ‘similatly, I do not alm to locate cinema as a
therapeutic ideai, ot even as an z;nswer to the paradoxes of traumatic experience, bi;t to
consider the ways the medium can self—consciously exPlotg the representation of
traumatic experience. In the words of Jean-Frangois Lyotard: “What art can do is bear
witness not to the subMe, but to this aporia of art and to its pain. It does not say the
unsayable, but says. that it cannot say it.”'*

In my examination of traumatic loss ﬁarrative;, I explore the existing ways-cinema
has forged a relationship betweén traumatic and narrative time, and its varied approaches

to trying to represent the unrepresentable.

Paralysis, repetition and circularity: locating
trauma and loss in contemporary cinema

E. Ann Kaplan writes: “Rather than focusing on traumatic cultural symptoms,
independent cinematic techniques show paralyéis, repetition, circularity — all asp;:cts of
the ﬁon-representabi]it& of trauma and yet of the search to figure its pain."’143 Kaplan
implies that trautﬁaflc représentétion relies on narrative time, but necessitates a @eeﬁcﬂ
approach that attempts a self-conscious engagement with cinema’s existing structures,

simultaneously accepting the partiality of that representation. In examining a variety of

10 Thid,, x. ' : o \
141 Thid.,, ix — x.
142 Lyotard quoted in Luckhurst, The Trauma Question, 6.

143 Kaplan, “Melodrama, ‘Cinema and Trauma,” 204.
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traumatic loss narratives, where people s&uggle to cope with the unexpected or violent
cieath of a family mefnber, I aim to demonstrate cinema’s ongoing attempts to configure
the paradoxes of trauma. |

In Laura Mulvey’s Death 24x a 5 emm.l, she writes of cinema and the unconscious:
“Both have the ‘attiibute_s of the indexical sign, the mark ‘of‘ trauma or the mark of light/,
and both need to be deciphcred retrospectively across delayed time.”’* Much like the

unconscious, she claims, cinema has a “storage function” that preserves memoties which

the conscious state abandons. As an indexical sign, cinema points towards its origins in -

Photégraﬁhy, which Mulvey argues produces a sense of loss."‘.5 Her study chuses on the
relationship between stillness and the moving image, and the way in which the still frame
can induce an uncanny, deathly effect. Mulvey’s compatison is useful in that it implies
cinema’s privileged relationship to time,‘“.or, in the words of Todd McGowan: “The

essence and the appeal of the cinematic art are inextricable from the experience of

+ temporality that it offers spectators. Whatever else films explore, they inherently take -

temporality as their subject due to the nature of the medium.”"*’

One of cinema’s key differences from photography is its ability to invoke duration
and temporality: vby cutting up‘time, and projecting it at twenty-four frames per second,
cinema captures a sense of time and movement. Like Mulvey, McGowan emphasises that
this sense of temporality also conveys an ai)sence: “Films do not direcﬂy reprodu;:e the

unbroken time of everyday expetience so much as reassemble time through the editing

144 Laura Mulvey, Death 245 a Second: Stillness and the Moving Ir))age {London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 2006), 9.

145 Ibid., Mulvey is informed by the wotk of Roland Barthes and Andre Bazin, who feature more strongly
in my analysxs of The Sweet Hereafier.

146 Tbid.

147 Todd McGowan, Out of Time: Desire in Asemporal Ctnema (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2011), 4. : '
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process and even through the projection of images itself.”'* The 'potenﬁai for cinematic
form to negotiate time is one of the central ways I fréme the interplay between Elrn,
trauma and loss.

The accentuation of absence in cinematic form attempts a different mode of
temporality, one that embraces the repetition of loss.'”’ Luckhurst obsetves that trauma
cinema invatiably plays with narrative time, either “disrupting linearity, suspending logical
causation, running out of temporal sequencé, working backwards towards the
inaugurating traumatic event, ot playing with belated revelations. ...’ 150 Kapla.n similarly
notés that “[t]he struggle fo figure trauma’s effects cinematically leads to means other
than linearity: stoty fragments, hallucinations, flashbacks are the modes txautha cinema
characteristically adop.ts.”151 As a medium bound to temporality; cinema has thé ability to
rupture its own linear conventions, and articulate to different degrees the temporal
paradoxes that define trauma. | |

Luckhurst uses the flashback as a starting point to explote the disruption of

2 While cinema arguably depends on temporal ruptures such as

cinematic linearity.
ellipses, he argues that recent cinema has emphasised traumatic ve‘x'periencev with the
sudden, intrusive flashback, not indicated by the typiéal means of voice-over natration ot
dissolve.'” The Door in the Floor,™ a film that concentrates on a tIouBled family some

years after the loss of their two sons, cuts intermittently, and without any apparent

psychological‘ motivation, to the image and sound of a blinking car indicator. As

148 Thid., xi.

199 [bid., 14.

150 Luckhurst, The Trauma Question, 80.

151 Kaplan, “Melodrama, Cinema and Trauma,” 205.
152 ] uckhurst, The Trauma Question, 180 — 181.

153 Thid., 180.

154 Tod Williams (dit), The Door én the Floor (USA: Focus Features, 2004).
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Luckhurst explains, the flashback can only Be understood and explained in retrospect,
signalling the belatedness of traumatic »expe.rience', and conveying the “frozen moment of
bthe traumatic impact: it flashes back insistentl&r in thé present.because this image cannot
yet ot pethaps éver be narativized as past.”'s"’ The cutaways in The Door in the Floor create
a sense of obscurity, and it is only towards the end of the natrativevthét their signiﬁcé.nce
is explicated: Ted tells Eddie the story of how he an& his wife lost their two- sons in a car
accident, and the narrative integrates the car indicator into a fuller visual sequence. By
narrativising the event, Ted turns traumatic memoty into natrative memory, illuminating
the film’s traumatised subjectivity. |

Similarly, in Ordinary Pegple,'™® the final flashback sequence functions as a form of |
catharsis. Redford’s film, which focuses on the disavowal Qf gtief, also ends with a
narrativising of the traumatic past. Conrad Jarrett, who loses his brother in a tragic
accident, is initially resistant to seeing a psychiatrist, but gventually confronts his survivo?
guilt: in a session with Dr Betger, he falls into a haliucinatorf space where he recalls the
boating accideﬁt that vcaused his brothet’s death. The flashback thus not only functions
to reflect the intrusive symptoms of trauma, but a v?orking—throﬁgh of a temporal crisis.

Nanni Moretti’s La Stanya del Figho'> engages with the traumatic flashback in
complex ways. GAio.v,anni, a psychiatrist, an:angcs. with his son to go running one
morning, but at the last minute, one of his patients calls with an emergency. Giovanni
cancels his engagement with his son, Andrea, who goes scuba—diving with his friends and
drowns. Latet in the ﬁh, the bereaved father sits aﬁd listens to a track from Michael
Nyman’s “Water Dances,” and, with‘ the stereo J;emote, continually replé‘ys the same few

seconds of the piece. The film then cuts to an image of Giovanni and his son, Andrea,

155 Thid.
156 Robert Redford (dir), Ordinary People (USA: Paramount Pictures, 1980).

157 Nanni Moretti (dir), Lz Stanza de/ Figho (Italy: Sacher Distribuzione, 2001).
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jogging together: whether this is a flashback or a fantasy is unclear, but the proceeding
images tend to indicate that it is the latter.””® Giovanni re-imagines the scene from eatlier
in the film: this timé, howev&, he tells his patient that he is unavailable. While, as Emma
Wilson writes, the- moment functions for Giovanni as a “desperate escape from the
present,”™ it suggests melancholy rather than relief. bThe scene setves as 2 painful
reminder that while one can easily replay music, one cannot reverse time.

While ellipses and absences form part of cinematic time, the traumatic loss
natrrative accentuates them. Gillian Roberts, in an article that compares and contrasts
Titani?® and The Sweet Hereafter, argues that James Cameron’s film avoids emphasising.

traumatic absence.'® She writes: “As an extension of the accident, death itself becomes

-spectacle in Titanic; The Sweet Hereafter, in contrast, invokes death without representing

t.”'> James Cameron’s blockbuster dramatically depicts mass death, and spends time
detailing the sinking of the ship, and the thousands who drown or freeze to death.
Amidst all this destruction, the film aléo romanticises moments of déath, such as the
ageing couple who opt to lie in their bed and await their watery death ;ogether, and the
ship’s captain who is depicted as valiantly choosing to go down with his ship. Roberts -
also notes that the ﬁlm’s.ret;n:n to the oriéinal spectacle of the ship serves as wish-

fulfilment that effectively re-unites the dead, recuperating any previous sense of loss.'®

158 Emma Wilson, “Moving on: The Son’s Room,” in Cinema’s Missing Children (London: Wallflower Press,
2003): 147.

159 Tbid.
160 James Cameron (dit), Titanic (USA: Paramount Pictures, 1997).

161 Gillian Roberts, “Spectacle Matters: Titanic, The Sweet Hereafter, and the Academy and Genie Awards,”
Canadian Rewm of American Studies 30, no. 3 (2000): 317-338.

162 Thid., 317.

163 Tbid,, 324.
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Mandy Merck muses that genre cinema reflects a tendency either to sensationalise or

sugarcoat depictions of death:

America, land of the happy ending, famousl); has an aversion to matters of
mortality...When it comes to death and dying, the average American: recoils.
Hollywood aids and abets, as well as reflects this: death in films or on TV is
mostly dealt with in one of two ways — either with spectacular, impersonal

violence, or with intense, simple-minded sentimentality.16¢

In contrast, as my analysis elaborates on, The Sweet Hereafter depicts its central trauma of
thé bus accident in an extreme long shot that lasts only a few seconds.

Robetts’ compatrative study highlights the centrality of the cinematic representation
of deé.th to my study. Many traumatic loss narratives have a tendency, as Robetts wﬁtes
of The Sweet. Hemﬁer, to “[rely] greatly on the unseen.”’® While films such as Racke/
Getting Married®® and Red Road®" locate the traumatic accidént before the beginning of .the
plot, even those films that do include the event are likely to disengage actively from an
explicit visual representation. In La Stanza del Figlo, tepresentation of Andre;’s scuba
diving accident is omitted from the natrative: the first time the audience learns of his
death is as his father finds out. Similarly, m Aprés Lui,'® Mathieu’s fatal car accident is
‘never depicted, and the last one sees of him is as he leaves the house to attend a paﬁy.
The temporal gaps in these narratives, 'While placiﬁg emphasis on the moutner’s
reactioﬁs, also relate to the discourse of aporia that informs trauma theory. By omitting

the moments of the traumatic accident, these films attempt an engagement with the

164 Whittle quoted in Mandy Metck, “Undermining the uncanny,” in Reading Six Feet Under, ed. Janet
McCabe and Kim Akass, 59 (London and New York: LB Tausis, 2005). Merck clearly correlates her views
to perceived American culture, quoting historian Amold Toynbee: “death is un-American, an affront to
every citizen’s inalienable right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness™ (59).

165 Robetts, “Spectacle Matters: Titanic, The Sweet Hereafter, and the Academy and Genie Awards,” 325.

166 Jonathan Demme (dit), Rache/ Getting Married (USA: Sony Pictures Classic, 2008).

167 Andrea Arnold (dit), Red Road (UK: Vetve Pictutes, 2006).

168 Gaél Morel (dir), Aprés Lai (France: 20t Century Fox, 2007).
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incomprehensibility of trauma, not by refusing a narrative altogether, but through an

active dissociation and absence. McGowan writes:

By leaving the central traumatic events as a blé.nk space within the narrative, a
film can affirm its singularity through emphasizing its incongruity with what
comes before and after. Thmkmg in terms of temporality leads us to expect that
causes will lead to certain effects, but the traumatic event interrupts the regime

of temporality and causality.16®

Though The Sweet Hereafter, as well as Krzysztof Kieslowski’s Bles, includes the scene of
the accident, they distance the audience ﬁough an extreme long shot that refuses a
direct viét_ml rep;:esentgtion, and conveys the shock impact of the acciden-t through an
absence of representadoﬂ. Trauma is often configured as an accentuated narrative
ellipsis. |

While expetimentation with narrative time is not new, many theorists note a ﬁlore
radical, ;temporal aesthetic emerging in the mid-1990s."” Speculation as to the cause of
this tgmpo;al distortion generally locates two main influences: firstly, postmodern
discourse and its c;ncouragemént to reconceptualise modern time; secondly, . the
interactivity and non-linear experience of digital media such as the intetnet and video
games.”i Luékhuxst claims, however, that in addition to these possibilities, the temporal
disarticuléﬁoq that one continues to sée in'contemporary cinema is partially owing to the

attempts to represent traumatic expetience, and, borrowing Thomas Elsaesser’s words, is

16 McGowan, Ot of Time: Desire in Atemporal Cinema, 141..

170 See, for example, Chatles Ramitez Betg, “A Taxonomy of Alternative Plots in Recent Films: Classifying
the “Tarantino Effect,”” Film Criticism XXX, no. 3 (2006): 7; Allan Cameron, “Contingency, Order and the
Modular Natrrative: 21 Grams and Irreversible,” The Velvet Light Trap 58 (2006): 65; McGowan, Ouf of Time:
Desire in Atemporal Cinema, xii.

171 Berg, “A Taxonomy of Alternative Plots in Recent Films: Classifying the “Tarantino Effect,” 6;
Cameron, “Contingency, Order and the Modular Narrative: 27 Grams and Irreversible,” 65 — 66.
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related to issues ;,‘of memory and trauma, of anticipation and the aprés-coup, of
dependence and interdependence.”'” |

While McGowan labels them atemporal, Allan Cameron defines narratives that
“foreground the relationship between the temporality of the stofy and the order of /its
telling” as database or modular narratives.™ Cameron claims that cinema of this kind
goes “beyond the classical déplojrment of flashback,” and is often assembled in more
radically achronological ways.'™ Charles Ramirez Berg, using David Bordwell’s
distinction between ‘stoty’ and ;plot’ — the story is “the seties of events that are
natrated,” and the plot 1s “how the filmmaker relates the story events” — focuses on plots
that differ significantly from: Classical Hollywéod nar#adon.175 He att¢mp£s to classify
films that fall under the outsized 'umbrella‘term “alternative plots,” into s@er sub-
categories such as “The Multiple Personality Plot,” “The Repeated Action Plot,” ot “The
Hub and Spoke Plot.”" “The Backwards Plot,” for example, which includes films sﬁch
as Memento and Irréversible, reorders time with the backwards moving of the plot.””’ In
“The Jumbled Plot,” the sequence of events is scrambled: the plot formation in films
such as 21 Grams, The Sweet qu?ei, Pulp Fiction'™ and Reserwir Dogs'™ is not motivated

by character memory, howevet, but by the filmmaker’s artistic decisions.'® “The Hub

172 Luckhurst, The Trauma Question, 178; Elsaesser quoted in Luckhurst, The Trauma Question, 204 — 205.

<173 Cmemn, “Contingency, Order and the Modular Narrative: 27 Grams and Immuible,”65..

174 Thid.

175 Berg, “A Taxonomy of Alternative Plots.in Recent Films: Classifying the “Tarantino Effect,”” 9'— 10.
Berg’s definitions of story and plot are informed by the Russian formalist definitions of fabula (story) and
Syuzhet (plot) that are used in theories of narratology.

176 Tbid., 5 — 61.

177 Ibid., 29.

178 Quentin Tarantino (dir), Pup Fiction (USA: Mitamax Films, 1994).

179 Quentin Tarantino (dit), Reservoir Dogs (USA: Miramax Films, 1992).

180 Thid., 41.
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and Spoke Plot,” in films such as Amores Perros,* Lantand™ and 71:14,' has multiple
“characters’ storyhnes intersecting at one time and place.”® The ‘spokes’ consist of the
fallout from the usually catastrophic ‘hub,” most commonly a traffic accident. -

Berg ob§erVes' that “The Hub and Spoke Plot” tends to “emphésise chance,
coincidence, and the freakish nature of fate,” and often thematically engages with a
subversion of the American discourse of individualism that implies that one has the
power to control (;ne’s own destiny.'® While the large ensemble cast of Robert Altman’s
Short Cuts'™® does not permit the natrative to have one central ‘hub,” two cha;:actets’ lives
intersect when Doreen accidently hits the young Casey with her car. He walks away from
the accident, apparently unharmed, and Doreen is r;elieved. Her daughter later tells her:
“You’re very lucky, you know that?” Doreeﬁ replies, “If I'd been going faster, it would’ve
- killed him. Imagine... How could you gct over that? You couldn’t.” Casey dies in the
.hospital later that day, but Doreen remains unaware, believing that good fortune was on
her side. La Stanza del Figlio also emphasises the randomness of the traumatic accident: by
providing the audience with .a ‘belatedly realised po>ssibility tlhat Andrea’s death could
have been avoided, it underlines its larbitrax:iness. The- film Mer emphasises the
ﬁnexpectedness of the accident with a montage showing each of the family members in
poteﬁﬁal darige; on the day of the accident: Giovanni comes close to a swerving truck on
the way to meet his patient; Paola witnesses a mugging at a fair; Irene and her friends

ptecatiously dtive atround on Vespas, and finally, Andrea and his friends get into a boat.

181 Alejandro Gonzilez Ifidrritu (dix), Amores Perros (Argentina: Eurocine, 2001).
182 Ray Lawrence (dir), Lantana (Australia: Palace Films, 2001). -
183 Greg Marcks (&), 11:14 (USA: New Line Cinema, 2003).

184 Ibid. Berg notes that many films will fall into more than one categoty. 27 Grams, for example, subscribes
to both “The Hub and Spoke Plot” and “The Jumbled Plot” (39). '

185 Tbid., 40 — 41,

186 Robert Altman (dir), Short Cuts (USA: Fine Line Features, 1993).
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The narrativé engages with the inexplicai)le, implyiﬁg that there is no thyme or reason for
Andrea’s death, and simultaneously, that one cannot turn back time. |
Allan Cameron writes that the theme of contingency, the sense of an arbitrary
unpredictability as opposed to premeditated actions, permeates narratives that ceﬁtre on
chanc;,e events." Short Cuts and La Stanza del Fighio focalise the contingent through the
diegesis, and by emphasising the apparent randomness of the story events. Short Cuts,
while adhering to the forward movemeﬁt of time, cuts back and forth between mul&ple
protagoﬁist? stories, creating a continual fragmentation and delay between narratives,
and thus also undetlines the contingent thxéugh plot. 'fhe random movement £tom‘
story to story is similar to 27 Grams in the sense that it is not determined by character.
motivation, but by the ﬁlmméker’s artistic direction. Cameron writes that because of the
central car accident in 27 Grams, as well as the film’s séemin_gly random shuffling between
.pas.t, present and future, “contingency asserts itself both as diegetic force and as
structural principle.”'®
| The conéentxalion on chance events is central to my invéstigation: the trauﬁatic
loss narrative which I outline is premiseci on a loss that is sudden,' accidental or violent.
The unexpected ﬁatme c;f trauma, which Freud locatés as the cause of suffeting, is often
emphasised not only through the diegetic events,'but by the order of their telling. In The
Emergence of Cinematic Time, Mary Ann Doane explains that while the flashback ai)pears to
disarticulate filmic time, ’challenging its irreﬁeréibility, the unit of time covered within the

189

flashback is still a forward moving segment.” Even if narrative radically plays with time,

it still aims to recuperate that which it has deemed contingent; of Memento, which tells its

187 ‘Cémeron, “Contingency, Ordet and the Modular Narrative: 27 Grams and Irreversible,” 66. .

188 Thid.

189 Mary Ann Doane, The Emergence of Cinematic Time: Modernity, Contingency, the Archive (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 2002): 139. ‘ _

\
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story through the ba;:kwards moving of its plot, Doane writes: “For the most part, the
| fragmentation and reordering of time m this film is supported by the basic irreversibility
of movement.”'® She emphasises one of her centra1>points, tha; “[clinema comprises
simultaneously the rationalization of time and an homage to contingency.””” Cameron
similarly writes that “Natrative itself is not simply the triumph of ‘order_ over contingency.
Rather, it consists of a negotiation between the contingent and tile predetermined.”’”?
The traumatic loss ﬁanadve, as will become clear, needs to balance this negotiation with
caution.

One of the central concetns of traumatic loss, as I have outlined, is the possibﬂity.
of recovery. LaCapra writes th"at the traumatised victim “may never transcend, but may

to some visible extent counteract, a re-enactment, or acting out, of that disabling

dissociation.”"” Similarly, Judith Herman writes:

Nowhetre is it written that the recovery process must follow a linear, -
uninterrupted sequence. But traumatic events ultimately refuse to be put away.
At some point the memory of the trauma is bound to return, demanding

attention.194

Recovery as an indefinite, complex process raises questions of narrative assimilation and
the recuperation of traumatic disjuncture into a rationalised order.
Narratives such as I/'y . longtemps que je t aime'™ and Rabbit Hole,'” both recent films

that focus on traumatic loss, do not conform to the popular atemporal aesthetic in

190 Ibid., 252, n.49.

191 Tbid., 32.

192 Cameron, “Contingency, Order and the Modular Narrative: 27 Grams and Irreversible,” 68 — 69.
193 LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, 42.

194 Herman, Trasma and Recovery: From Da(n?:ticAbme to Political Tervror, 174.

195 Philippe Claudel (dit), I/ y a longtemps que je t'aime (France: UGC Distribution, 2008).
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trauma cinema and, rathet, invest m linear narratives that gear toward a recovery that is
- both gradual and hesitant. The final revelatory scene of Claudel’s film that occurs
between the two sisters is driven by dialogue. It functions, hdv?ever, similarly to the
conception of the cathartic flashback in that Juliette ﬁnally explains to Léa the
circumstances surrouhding her son’s death; she narrativises the hidden past. While the
ending is mostly curative in the sense that it strengthens the relationship between the
sisters, and answers the quesﬁons raised concerning Juliette’s son’s mutdef, it comes
approximately fifteen years after her loss. The preceding narrative depicts her struggles to
integrate hefself into society afher a lengthy ptison sentence, and is concetned with
alienation and isolation. Her recovery is thus not associated with one specific event, but

occuts aftet a complex and gradual interaction with her new environment.
In the final sequence of Rabbit Hole, the ﬁlm plays out Becca and Howie’s imagined
_ montage of inviting their friends over: they - envision the awkward moments, the
~ difficulties of havmg to play with their children, and of someone mewtably bringing up
the toeic of Danny, their dead son. The final image of the couple sitting alone in the
garden, after their guests have left, evokes an-v ambiguous blend of serenity and
melancholy. Similarly, La Stanza del Fzéglio ends with Giovanni, Irene and Paola wandeting
across the beach, each lost in then: own thoughts, offermg what Evan Williams refers to
“a liberating calm, a strange awakening joy.”"”’ These ﬁlmS attempt a sense of closure

that is hesitant, and not altogether restorative.

The narrative representation of recovery and resolution also has much to do with
“how the ﬁlm configures the complexities of trauma. In Rabbit Hok, Beeca’s mothet, who
experienced the loss of her son eleven years earlier, meditates on the complexitieS of

recovery:

196 John Cameron Mitchell (dir), Rabbit Hole (USA: Lionsgate, 2010).
197 Evan Williams, “Tendetness in Gtief,” The Austrakian, Match 23, 2002.
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At some point it becomes bearable. It turns into some&iing you can crawl
out from under, and you carry around - like a brick in your pocket. And
you forget it every once in a while, but then you reach in for whatever
reasbn and there it is: “Oh nght. That” Which can be awful. Bﬁt not all
the time. Sometimes its kinda... Not that you Z&e it exactly, but it’s what
you have instead of your son, so you don’t wanna let go of it either. So

you catry it around. And it doesn’t go away, which is... fine... actuall&.

The ‘brick’ that Becca’s mother, Nat, refers to indicates a figure often used by trauma
cinema: metaphor. In the context of psychoanalysis, Jacob Atlow, whom I reference
earlier in relation to ‘the talking cure,” explains that the act of displacement is an essential
part of the patient’s narrativising of trauma:

Because of the element of displacement of meaning, metaphor readily lends

itself as a means of warding off anxiety...For certain patients this was essential,

because direct interpretation of the conflict could lead to catastrophic panic.1%

The cinematic appropriation of such a method lends itself to the representation of
trauma in ﬁat it conveys the expetience, yet also signifies the difficulty of a direct
depiction. The title, Rabbit Hole, fanctions similarly, metaphorising the bewildering,
unfamiliar space in which Becca finds herself. In“La Stanza del Figlio, Giovanni’s visit to
the faitground seeks to exptess the shock irﬁpact of n:auma tﬁro‘ugh the bereaved father’s
experience of the terrifying rides. The Door in the Floor, similarly to Rabbit Hole, also uses
the fnetaphor of an _@dergomd space: at the end of thé film, Ted actually opens the
latch. to a door in the floor, and, climbs inside. Tréutﬁa, these films suggest, can be‘

e}ipressed through a dis?lacement that is designed to create a sense of ambiguity and

 affect.

Nat’s comments regarding loss, however, also refer to a rejection of curative

norms. When Becca eventually reaches the complex state of recovery that her mother

198 Arlow, 371.
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refers to, it is after her continual denial of therapeutic structures. When Becca’s mother
asks her where she is finding comfort, Becca replies: “Comfort? I'm not.” Earlier on in’
the narrative, Becca and Howie attend a group therapy meeting for bereaved parents.

Sam and Ana take their tu.rn to express their grief:

~ Sam: We just have to remind each other that it was just part of God’s
plan. And we can’t know why. Only God can know why.
Ana: God had to take her. He needed another angel.

At this point, Becca interrupts, exasperated: “Why dieln’t he just make one? Another
angel. I mean, he’s God after all. Why didn’s he just make _ar;ot/)er angel’” Becca refuses what
Jahan Ramazani refets to as a “sugatcoating] of mourning in dubious comfort.”"® A
similar sentiment‘ is echoed in Moonlight Milé™ when Jojo thtows the self-help books that
she and her husband, Ben, have been given by cencemed friends after the couple’s
daughter is murdered. Ben proteste, saying, “Those are gifts, from our friends, they’re
supposed to be helpful.” Jojo picks up a book, reading the title: “Grieving for Grownups?
Please. I'll shovs; you helpful,” as she tosses it into the fire.

In recent yeats, th‘ere are in fact few ‘traumat’ic loss narratives that promote |
conventional forms of consolation. Even those films that end on a note of tentative
hope, or tebitth, tend to reject religion, therapy, and self-help as viable sources of relief.
In Lantana, Valetie wotks as a psyehiattist, but is unable to communicate effectively with
her husband regarding their troubled relationship, or the loss of their daughter. In I
Stanza del Figlio, Giovanni’s wotk as a psychoanalyst is more closely correlated to the
conceptk of trauma fecovery. Earlier in the narrative, one of his patients professes that he
has more faith in Valium than in therapy: “I’d like to meet the genius who invented that.

- He knows how to help people!” Giovanni’s patients are often depicted as stuck in

199 Ramazani, Poetry of Mourning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to Heaney, ix.

20 Brad Silberling (dix), Moonlight Mile (USA: Touchstone Home Video, 2002).
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 destructive fixations and cycles, and doubtful of the benefits of psychoanalysis. After the
death of his son, he, too, aﬁpeérs to lose faith in &e expected remedial power of his
profess1on He admits to himself, “I can’t do th1s work anymore.” Ordinary Pegple, a film
| made more than twenty years before La Stanza del Figlio, deplcts an upper-middle class
| famﬂy that never openly speaks about their grief. Set in 1980s subutban America, that
narrative is made socially relevant by addressing and dispf:lling the stigma attached to
therapy, and the damaging effects of repressing one’s emotions undet ‘a fagade of coping.
Redford’s film thus locates therapy, and the confrontation of loss, as a source of
comfort.

While the cinematic form has found ways to engage with the shock impact of trauma
through tempdral fissure, it also, as. the aBove films highlight, requires a variety of
techniques in order to engage with the nuances of trauma and loss. As Janet Walker

writes,

Like traumatic memories that feature vivid bodily and visual sensation over
“verbal narrative and context,” these films are characterized by non-linearity,
fragmentation, nonsynchronous sound, repetition, rapid editing and strange
,angles.’ And they approach the past through an ligusual admixture of emotional

affect, metonymic symbolism and cinematic flashbacks.201

Rabbit Hol, however, notably locates both the rejection of consolation and Becca’s
healing through dialogue, and a linear narrative. Stdkiﬁg an iﬂteresﬁng balance between a
-post—structu?alist discourse and Freud’s talking cure, it afﬁrms the possibilities of
cinematic representation. More so, it suggests that ﬂle ambiguitieé, the indeﬁnablé»in—
between of traumatic eéxperience is not located ﬂuough a distinct set of techniques, nor,

necessarily, a radical diSfupdon of cinematic conventions. In selecting my key films for

201 Walker, “Trauma Cinema: false memories and true experience,” 214.
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analysis, I have sought narratives that exhibit diverse struggles in negotiating cinematic

technique and traumatic loss.
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PART TWO

The return to innocence: problems of temporal
fragmentation and character complexity in 27
Grams |

As theorists have argued, the disruption of lmeanty is a common device m trauma
cinema, used to express the tension between trauma and narrative time. Similar to his
.debut feature, Amores Perros, Alejandto Gonzilez Ifittitu’s 27 Grams inextricably
<;onnects the lives of three characters through the event of a fatal car accident. _]ait;,k
]ordan,. a born-again Christian, kills Cristina Peck’s husband, Michael; and theit two
daughters in a hit-and-run accident. Paul Rivers, who suffers from sévere cardiac dis;:ase
and desperately awaits a traﬁsplant, is given Michael Peck’s heart. The chroﬁological
stoty of 21 Grams, however, is drasﬁcally different from its plot: conceive;d by Guillermo
Atrriaga, most of the screenplay was apparently written in the h1ghly fragmented,
atemporal order in which it appears.””” While the film is a feat of surgical construction
and editing, it raises questions regarding the effect on stéry and character. Miéhael
. Newman argues that 27 Gr@; proves that character complexity 1s independent of I')lotv
complexity, and more so, that the narrative form functions ;o disguise the
uns_ophisticated, meiédramatic story.”” The film thus offers the opportunity to explore
the obstacles faced in ﬁpreéendné trauma,'_ in particular, the balaﬁce betwéen content,

form and technique.

202 Brica Abeel, “21 Grams (Film),” Fibm Journal International 106, no. 10 (2003), http://www.filmjournal.
com /filmjournal/esearch/article_display.jsprvnu_content_id=1000695585. - .

203 Newman, Michael, “Character and Complexity in American Independent Cinema: 21 Grams and Passion
Fish)” Film Criticism XXX, no. 3 (2006). Newman writes: “The sophistication of the storytelling functions
as a screen behind which the rathér unsophisticated story material is hidden for the first part of the film, so
that the audience is intrigued and drawn in before it knows what the story is really like” (100).
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The film’s ending is easily its most problematic feature: Cristina discpvers she is
p?egnant, Jack returns home to his family, and Paul, in his'monient of death, questions
the validity of life. The conclusion is structured as z; montage of curative images that
promote the lﬁower of sacrifice and redempﬁon. The substitute space; of innocence
provided for Cristina’s lost family invokes Freud’s concépu'on of successful mourning,
and the psychoanalytic discourse that puts faith in therapeutic norms. The film’s explicit
recovery of order demonstrates a.nother issue central to my investigation: the challenge

posed by trying to assimilate narrative resolution to traumatic recovery.

A narrative of return

While the film’s ending informs the entire narrative, the first act of Ifidrritu’s ﬁlm, when
viewed in isolation, can be argued to engage with trauma and loss in innovative ‘Wa'ys. 21
Grams most péwerful integration of temporal distuption is through the narrative’s
continual feturn to the moments just before the‘ accident. Cristina’s replaying of
Michael’s last ybice message as well as her return to the site of the accident embrace the
logic of Freud’s death d‘rive and the repetition of the experience of loss. The abséﬁce of
any visual tepresentaﬁon of the car crash lends itself to Cristina’s‘ experience of trauma as

an unlocatable experiencc. Todd McGowan, for example, writes:

Though the spectator’s knowledge in 21 Grams does“move' forward, the
movement of the narrative is fundamentally one of return. It is as if the film’s
central traumatic event — the accident in which Jack kills Cristina’s entire
family...exerts a gravitational force that pulls the narrative back and never

allows it to move beyond the essential trauma.204

24 McGowan, Ot of Time: Desire in Atemporal Gnema; 138.

54



I would argue, however, that 27 Grams does recuperate ‘its trauma: the narrative can

certainly be defined as one of return, but a return to a space of innocence. While the film

does offer a temporal réstructuring of the story, suggesting complex Wayé of -

conceptualising trauma, these innovations are not sustained though the denouement.

‘Unlike traditional linear narratives, the opening of 27 Grams is’ geared towards

creating a sense of perplexity and disorder. Newman writes that in the film’s introductory

sequence, the spectator’s enjoyment is detived from “the pleasure of working out

- explanations for how people and events are connected.”™ While it is difficult to

delineate where the opening sequence ends, it is arguably a scene approximately thirteen

minutes into the film, when the three protagonists are seen together for the first time:

A post-coital Cristina and Paul in a bed together. Cristina lies sleeping while
Paul stares down at her, smoking a cigarette. '

Michael and his and Cristina’s two daughters, Laura and Katie, are

about to leave a diner.

In a group thérapy session, Cristina discusses her family’s support in
ovetcoming addiction.

Jack counsels a teenage delinquent in a church recreational facility. He shows

him a truck he won in a raffle, with the word “Faith” erhblazo_ned across it.

“Jesus gave me that truck,” Jack says.
A flock of birds fly actoss the sky at dusk.

Paul lies in a hospital bed, hooked up to a host of tubes and machines. In

voiceover, he says, “So, this is death’s waiting room.”

. Cristina snotts cocaine in a bathroom.

Mary, Paul’s wife, meets with a fettility specialist in the hopes of becoming
pregnant with her dymg husband’s child.

Paul sits beside an empty swimming pool with a gun in his hand.

205 Ibid., 93.
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10. Jack enters a prison cell.

11. Cristina and her sister swim laps in the gym swimming pool. Cristina misses a
* call, and tells her sister she has to leave: “Michael and the gitls are waiting for
me.” Her sister calls to her, and Cristina tums around and laughs at -

something she does, which is not shown.

12. Paul, breathing with the help of an oxygen tank, is caught smoking by his
w1fe, Mary, in their home. She angnly destroys the remainder of his hidden
stash of clga.rettes and scolds him: “If they find out you’re smoking, they’ll
take you off the transplant list”

13. Cristina, Paul and Jack are in a shabby motel room. Paul, unconscious and
bleeding, lies in Cristina’s arms as she cries out to Jack, “Call an ambulance!”

ack eventually begins to helps Cristina move Paul out of the room.
y begin: p ,

Ifarritu and Arriaga create anticipation and intrigue through radical temporal ellipses that
force the spectator to questioﬁ the interplay between the chronological sequence of
events and the characters’ relationships: Is Cristina snorting cécaine part of her perilous
past, or a | post-therapy relapse? Is jaék’s ‘the_.ological fanaticism a result of his
impﬁsonment? The final scene raises the most interest, as it implies' a dramatic -
culmination of the narrative’s themes: life and dgath, crixﬁé, addiction, and deceit, all of
which are intensified by the continual temporal leaps.
Accotding to Charles Berg’s classifications, 27 Grams subsctibes to both “The
‘]umblec.l Plot” and “The Hub and Spoke Plot.”** The film’s harrative‘ reflects how the‘
central ‘hub,” the car accident, can cause ixrepéi:able and far-reaching suffering to the
people involved. The film’s denial of a clear temporal framing device engages with this
-suffering from the perspective of u:auma as a_ non-linear experience, illustran'ngr
Elsaesser’é point that the traumatic event “intimately links several temporalities...so

much so that the very distinction between psychic time and chronological time seems -

‘

26 Berg, “A Taxonomy of Alternative Plots in Recent Films: Classifying the “Tarantino Effect,”” 39 — 41.
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suspended.””’ Paul lies in hisvhospivtal bed and says in voiceover, “I don’t know when
aﬁything began anymore. Or when it"s going to end,” which mitrors the spectator’s
experience: by creating a sense éf' confusion throughi the film’s introductory éeqﬁence,
Ifarritu phces the spectator in a similar temporal bewilderment thaf trauma -induccs.'

As noted above, one of the key ways the narrative evokes McGowan’s conception
of a narrative of return is through the repléying of Michael’s voice ﬁlessagg, which he
leaves for Cristina shortly before he is killéd. Cristina listens to the voice message for the

first time when she gets home from a swimming session at the gym:

Hi, honey. I'm on my way home. If you need me to pick up

anything along the way --
[Daughtet] Look, Daddy, a pigeon!
Gitls, no, don’t touch. Laura, stop it. Gimme a call on my cell. I'll

see you in a bit. Bye.

The content of th;: message is particulatly ordinary,A if not mundane, implying the
unexpected, sudden nature of the impending ttauma Later in the film, Michael, Laura
and Katie are depicted walking along a residential i)avemeqt, shortly before they cross the
fatal stretch of road. Michael leaves the voice message for Cristina as they pass a
gardener, Lucio; who is blowing leaves in front of a hoﬁse. The scene ends as Michael
closes his cellular phone. The scene rephys from Lucio’s pérspective later in the film.
After leaving the voice message, Michael turns to Lucio and reminds him to tend to his
gai:den over the weekend. He agrees, and waves to the youngest ‘daughter as Michael and
the girls walk away. The film cuts to an establishing shot of Lucio as he continues to
work, the leaf-blower humming loudly. The camera remains stationaty, and after a few.
seconds, a truck flashes past’along the road. An ‘orninous screech is heard, causing Lucio

to turn around and run offscreen to investigate, throwing the leaf-blower to the ground.

207 Elsaesser, “Postmodernism as mourning work,” 197.
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The camera does not follow him, but continues to remain stationary, watching as leaves
- are blown aimlessly across the street. The scene ends as another screech of t-yres is heard,
indicating Jack’s flight from the accident site.

The noticeably stati;:, lingering camera, as well as the repetitibn of the moments
leading up to the cfash, point to a deliberate denial. The conscious absence of the car
crash engages with the paradoxes of trauma and the discourse of the unrepresentable: in
refusing a representa;don of its central trauma, the ﬁmaﬁve of 21 Grams presents the
accident. as unassimilated. The sound of the screechingbtytes is the only interaction the
. spectatbr does have with the crash, and illustrates, much like Cathy Caruth claims, that
trauma necessitates a partial understanding.

- The film’s engagement with its central traqmatic event directly corresponds to the
ways Cristina mourns her loss, which is also illustrated not bonly by the film’s fragmented
structure, but by a repetitive return. Cristina is depicted visiting the amer her fanﬁly ate
at, ques&oning Lﬁcio, and wandering the street where the accident occurrea. As she sits

. on a corner of the pavement, Mchael’s voice message begins playing, continuing into the
next scene where Ctistina, lying oﬁ her bed and crying in anguish, listens to it repea_tedly
on her phone. Similar to the war veterans’ ttaumatié nightmares that Freud observed,
Cristina’s comp\ﬂsivé -action “awakens [her] in renewed terror.”®® In “chpnd the
Pleasure Principle,” Freud attributes the desite symptomatically to re-enact the trauma as
indicative of the death drive, an instinct which impels the subject to return to its earlier, .
inorganic state.” Cristina’s drug and alcohol addiction also illustrates the logic of the
drive: it does not console or relieve het, but rather, appears to worsen her state of grief,
indicating a drive towards death, and what McGowan refets to as an atemporal ‘force». He

writes, “For the subject [of the death drive], the future promises not unknown

208 Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” 641.

209 Tbid., 651.
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possibilities for fulfilling desire, but new occasions for the repetition of the fundamental
loss iat defines the subject.”?"

| Cristina’s reaction to- loss initially refuses the .structure of Freud’s normal

mourning. After the funeral, her father says to her, “VVhen‘ your mother died, I thought I

wasn’t going to make 1t I felt the world was falliﬁg on me and that I was never going to

get up. But, sweetie, life goes on.” She replies:

“You know what I thought when Mom died? I couldn’t understand
how you could talk to people again. How you could laugh... again. I
~ couldn’t understand how you could play with us. And no- no,

that's a lie. Life does not just go on.”

Cristina negates the concept of her husband and daughters as replaceable entities. Her
 affair with Paul leaves het in the same desperate state she was in before. “I can’t just go
oﬁ with my life,” she cries at him, “I am paralysed here....” When Paul’s body -rej.ects
Michael’s heart, the l.ogic of substitution inherent in being able to recover one’s loss is
further denied. As McGowan Writes; “T_He .loss of Michael and their daughters leaves

Cristina inconsolable, an attitude that testifies to the singularity of the lost object.”*"!

Coincidence, chaos and car accidents

Cristina’s inconsolable response to loss is motivated by the undetlining of the central
traumatic event as accidental. Before Jack gets into his trfucl%, his ex-boss says to him,
“Damn it, Jack, it’s your birthday and you didn’t even have one drmk with me.” When
Jack returns home to his wife, Marianne, shaken from the crash, he tells her that he

“took a turn... a little too quickly. I didn’t see them coming.” While he cannot be faulted

210 McGowan, Ot of Time: Desire in Atemporal Cinema, xi.

211 Thid, 149.

59



for speeding or drinking, he does, howevert, flee the scene of the accident, and as Cristina
later notes, Katie might have survived had she received medical attention sooner. .Tl.xe
actuﬂ acddeﬁt, however, is presented as a particularly chance event, and focﬁses the
theme of contingency. For the earlier part of the film, contingency adds to the film’s
continuing engagemeﬁt with tr;uma as an anti-narrative, and fhe characters’ struggle to
comprehend loss.
Of films that disrupt causal linearity, Ma del Mar Azcona Montoliu writes: “Rather
than portraying people in full contt-:oln of their destinies who manage, through effort,
determination and will, to overcome the obstacles ahead, these movies p?csent h@an
~ beings at the mercy of external circumstances.”? Actress Naomi Watts, in the
documentary 27 Gvram.f:. In Fragments, says of her character Cﬁsdna, and Jack, “We’re both
told that if we play by the rules, it will be okay,” an adage that turns out to be cruelly
| false.”’ Early in the temporal durétion of the film, Jack and Cristiné are depictéd in
relative spaces of self-possession: Cristina, in her group therapy meeting, appeats to have
been sober for years, and Jack, despite his anger iss;les, coaches young, troubled youth.
| Despite their different relationships to the car accident, Jack and Cnstma are similar in’
signiﬁcant ways: the ex-con and the ex—pérty girl are both defined in relation to their
families, as wéll’ as their respective attempts to escape t;lleir past. “The problem is, some
members havg started complaining about your tattoos,” ]ack,’sAboss informs him. Jack .
fruétratedly responds, “I don’t drink. I don’t steal. Pm clean,” emphasising the difficulties
faced in leaving his criminal life behind. A chance event ultimately renders both their |
efforts futile: m a desperate attempt to numb her pain, Cristina turns back to drugs and

alcohol, and Jack is casfvagain in the role of a criminal, and worse, a killer.

212 Ma del Mar Azcona Montolid, “A Time to Love and a Time to Die: Desite and Narrative Structure in
21 Grams” Journal of the Spanish Association of Anglo-American Studies 31, no. 2 (2009): 114 — 115.-

213 21 Grams: In Fragments, The Making of 21 Grams Documentary (2003), DVD Special Feature.
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' 'Pl:.ior to .the accident, Jack placeg his faith in a fanatical theology that aims to
pfovide an ultirﬁate sense of power and meaning in the v}orld. In the introductory
- sequence, he refers fo wmmng the truck not as luck, but as a gift from Jesus. When the
same truck kills Cristina’s family, he sees it as a betrayal: “I did ewgltbing He asked me to
do. I changed. I gave Him my hfé,_and He betrayed me. Hé put that fucking truck in my
hand so I could catry out his will. Made me kill that man and those gitls.” Revetend John
visits Jack in prison @d teﬂec';ts; the twistéd logic of their shared fanatical theology: on
one hand, he emphasises to Jack the accidental nature of the tragedy, but then yells at
him, “Stop this shit, ot you’te going straight to helll” His implied determinism is echoed
in the next scene when Ana, a drug dealer, gives Cristina a form of rohypnol: “You take
two of these, you go straight to heaven.” Like Cristina, Jack struggles to narrativise his
trauma. Trauma is largely regarded as an anﬁ-narrative'because in does not conform to
'cénventional time and causality. Jaék desperétely attempts but fails to CO_llitcxtualise the -
accident within a meaningful structure of cause and effect, lodging him in a perpetual
state of traumatic distress. Even after turning himself in and serving a ptison sentence, he
cannot find redemption. Neither can Cristina find any blissful relief from drugs. The
narrative continually asserts its central traumatic vevent as a site of contingency and
ongoing devastation, and as Hahn writes, the film’s “suffeting souls are denied aid and
comfort from those sourceS’(personaL social, or institutional) we normally turn to in
hours of need” denying the characters any persénal, so@ or institutional forms of
relief.”?* |

On a &ansplant waiting list, Paul’s life, too, is determined by chance and
circumétance. He has no control over his deteriorating physical health, and must await
the’ death of a suitable donor. As a mathématician, Paul appeals to chaos theory on a

lunch date with Cristina, when he says, “There is a number hidden in every act of life, in -

14 Robert Hahn, “[untitled).” Film Quarterly 58, no. 3 (2005): 53.
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. every aspect of the universe. Fractals, matter — that ﬂlere’s a numbér, screaming to tell us
something.” Chaos theory can be de;cribed as the analysis of mathematical models,
usually a set of simple equatibns, which yield greatly différeﬁt outcomes.”® These varying
resﬁlts are du¢ to what is referred to as “the butterfly effect,” or the sensitivity of small,
unpredictable changes in the initial stages of the c:quat:icjm.216 What results is a form of
chaotic determinism: while the effects are necessitated by the causes, the causes are
occasionally irregular, which may yield different outcomes. Paul goes on to recite a
portion of a poem from Venezuelan writer Eugenio Montejo: “The earth turned to bring
us closer. It turned on itself and within us, until it finally brought us together in this
dream.” Paul thus understands his union with Cristina as based on determinism; ‘
however, as Cameron notes, their ’meeting is Ya.lso orchestrated by Paulfs hiring of a

2" The narrative continually underminés a sense of certainty ot

| private investigator.
assurance. Paul’s perceived luck, similar to Jack’s initial feelings regarding his truck,
 changes when his body tejects the transplant. His and Cristina’s encounter no longer
evokes the dreaminess of Montejo’s poemn, but the inevitability of death. His doctor
advises him to admit himself to hospital, which will increase his chance of survival. Even
Paul, who celebrates the contingent aspects of life, desperately asks him, “If I stay, will I
be saved?” The S&uctu.te of his question, mimicking a clear cause-and-effect chain,
expresses a desire for a definitive sense of meaning and order.*®

Allan Cameron -atgues that contingency in 27 Grams cannot be seen only in its

diegésis, but in its structure: “modular narratives mimic contingency itself by leaping

25 Stephen H. Kellert, In the Wake of Chaos: Unpndtdable Order in Djnaml Systems (Chicago: University of
Chicago Ptess, 1993), 1.

216 Ibid., 32.
217 Cameron, “Contingency, Order and the Modulat Natrative: 27 Grams and Imek ? 73,

28 The use of the word “saved” also invokes a religious context, and hints at both Paul and _]ack’
impending engagement with sacrifice.
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between narrative segments in apparently éxbittary or unpredictable ways,” which reflect
the irregular patterns one sees in chaotic systems.””” Cameron does argue, however, that
many of the juxtaposed scenes exhibit “an associational logic” in that they relate to
similar themes and often act metaphorically. In‘ one. sce;lé, Jack tries to convince h1s
boss that he is “dean,” referring to his rejection of a criminal life; in the following scene,

Cristina washes her dead children’s clothing. Cameron writes:

The emotions of guilt and grief are connected in this way by the motif of
cleansing. This points forward to the connection that will be established
between the two characters...and to the cleansing process that will see Jack

overcome his guilt and Cristina come to terms with her grief.2!

The film often uses repetitive imagery — most commonly watet, alcobol, mirrors,
swimming poolé and- cars — to.connect its temporally disjointed scenes. Mary asks Paul
to help her collect the glasses lying around after a dinner party, followed by a scene that
begins with Cristina making herself a drink. While the images may reflect a traumatic
repetition reminiscent of Freﬁd’s conception of the repetition-compulsion, their content
cannot be asséciated with the cenﬁal narrative trauma, making the connections appear
tandom and uninspired. At other times, however, seen in McGowan’s above example,
the graphic matches feel particulatly contrived and point toward an eventual redemption
from guilt gnd grief. Indeed, Newman also contends ‘that the film’s structural and
thematic engagement with contingency often reflects an excess of irony.” The scene in
which Jack tells Marianne that he “took a cbrner. ..a little too quigkly” is followed by a

scene of Jack driving Cristina and a bloodied and unconscious Paul to the hospital where

219 Cameron, “Contingency, Order and the Modular Natrative: 27 Grams and Irreversible,” 4.
20 Tbid.
21 Thid.

22 Newman, “Character and Complexity in American Independent Cinema: 27 Grams and Passion Fish,”
100.
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* Cristina shouts, “Can’t you go any faster”” In another part of the film, a scene of a
healthy, pést-Surgery Paul, with black stitches running down ‘his chest is contrasted with
the previous scene of Cﬁstina beiﬁg informed of her family’s death. The juxtaposition of
scenes reflects the narrative’s- attempt to forge moral and emotional connections
between the charactgrs, but simultahe'ously, to deem these connections random. The few

scenes in the film that do appear in chronological order concern the heart transplant:

1. A shaken Cristina is asked by a nutse to consider organ donation: “Are you
willing for your husband to donate his heart?” A Beeping sound, similar to a

heart monitor, continues into the next scene.

2. Mary and Paul wake up to the sound of their beeper. Mary calls the hospital
and is mformed that a heart has become available for Paul.

3. Paul is prepped for sutgery by a team of doctors. Maty wishes him luck, and
then returns to the hospital’s waiting room, where she glances at Cristina,
who leaves the hospital with her sister and father, along with a bag éf her
dead family’s belongings. |

Iﬁé.rritu sensationalises their crossing of paths, highlighting its coincidental nature, but
playing on the irony involved in Mary’s obliviousness as she catches a glimpse of her
* husband’s soon-to-be lover. The appateﬁt cbnﬁngéncy of the plot structure thus
;)sciﬂates between a sense of affected arbitratiness and an overly conscious technique. As
Neﬁm argues, any perple#ity that its disrupted chronology evokes is penetrated by the
' Spectator after the first act.” |

The coincidental appearance of the plot and story, such as in the sequence
déscribed above, is emphasised by the stylistic system, which engéges with an aesthetic
of realism reminiscent of cinéma vériti. Most of the film was shot using a handheld

camera, making use of mobile framing as well as long takes. The cinematography’s

23 Tbid.
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apparently imprecise, loose framing and open form emphasises the thematic and
sttﬁctural engagement with chance: in many scenes, the camera movements seem
unplanned. One of the most defining aspecté of the cinematographic style is the bleach
bypass process, which involves omitting a stage in the development of colour film.*
The simultaneous dariiening and desaturation of the image thét results from such a

process draws attention away from the spectacular image, often associated with bright,

vibrant colours, and instead invokes a gloomy, yet dramatic atmosphere. Director of

photography, Rodrigo Ptieto, reveals a lé.tgelj expressionistic attitude towards the style:

When things start to get more difficult for our characters, we'd go to
2 graxmer stock. When things feel a little cleaner or better, the stock
isn’t as grainy. The framing and camera wotk reflect that, too - when
things are in balance for the characters, we use more traditional

framing,225

21 Grams’ style, as well as its structure, emerges as a facade of unpredictability. They both
recall techniques that, on the sutface, disrupt the trends of generic fortﬁulations, but

actually invest in excessive irony and connotation.

Melodrama and “the problem of the end”

At first glance, the film’s style as well as structure appear to emphasise chance and

coincidence, but once probed, and as the plbt progtesses, not only do they emerge as

overly premeditated, but are revealed as a disguise, concealing the even less cotnplek

story that lies beneath its surface. Problems of chatacter complexity emerge when one

tries to define Cﬁstina, Jack or Paul’s sense of individuality, and to distinguish between

24 “21 Grams: Production Notes,” http://madeinatlantis.com/movies_central/2003/21grams_
production _details.htm. : ‘

25 Tbid.
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the implications of their expetiences. In 27 Grams, Ifrritu’s protagonists often appéar as
one integrated being, converging through their closgly associated experiences of the
narrative themes of chance, circumstance, guilt, grief, and later, sacrifice and redemption.’
It is arguable that the characters are conceived only as a projection of these themes, as
they appear to lack any .nuancefd individuality otherwise. The fragmented structure of the
plot presents characters that tend to change from shot to shot: in one moment, Cristina
tells her sister that she does not want to pféss chatges against Jack, and in the next, she
proclaims her desire for reveﬁge. The spectator is uhable'_ to witness a meaningful

progtession from one encountet to the next, thus diminishing ofie’s understanding of

character motivation. Roger Ebert writes: “By fracturing his chronology, Ifidrritu isolates

key moments in the lives of his qharacters, so that they have to stand aloné. There is a
point at which this stops being a strategy and starts being a stunt.”” The continual linear
disruption thus obscures the development of character and story. Newﬁan argues that in
21 Grams, “the complexity gained through temporal reordering...come[s] at the cost of
complex chatacterization.””®" As I have argued, however, and as Ebert implies, even the
apparent plot complexity is easily deciphered, becoming a tricksy aspect of the
storytelling.

As with most narratives, but especially in the case of 27 Grams, it becomes aifﬁcult
to separate content and form. The issues of character complexity thus also need to be
related to the ;:ﬂticism'levelled against the overwrought stéry. Erica Abeel writes: “That
Cris and Paul should meet through th¢ unlikely bond that connects them, and tbat Paul

should then fé]l .for her — well, at times it smacks of a telenovela.””. Similarly to

226 Roget Ebert, “21 Grams,” Rogerebert.com, http:/ / rogetebert suntimes.com/apps/ pbcs. dll/ article?AID=
/20031125/REVIEWS/41005002.

221 Newman, “Character and Complexity in American Independent Cinema: 27 Grams and Passion Fish,” 91.

28 Abeel, “21 Grams (Film).”
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Newman, Jonathan Romney further argues that 21 Grams &agmented plot aids in

concealing the story s contrived events:

One man’s death is the §aving of another, who then falls in love with the first
man’s wife; that woman, giving blood to save her dying lover, discovers she is
pregnant. If it weren’t for the structure, we could almost be watching a Latin -
American soap, perhaps entitled But Life Goes On....2°

The association of 27 Grams with telenpv}elasI and Latin American soap operas has been
made largely with reference to melodrama, when the term is used pejoratively, in
reference to E‘xe stoty’s sensationalised violence, emotional extremes, and questions of
moral legibility. Linda Williams defines the melodramatic mode, which she views as

fundamental to popular American cinema, as follows:

If emotional and moral 'registez-'s are sounded, if a #Jork'invitcs us to feel
sympathy for the virtues of beset victims, if the narrative trajectory is ultimately
more concerned with a ret;:icval and staging of innocence than with the
psychological ‘ causes of motives and actions, then the operative mode is

melodrama.230

Williams considers the significance of a moral register in relation to Peter Brooks’
seM study, The Melodramatic Imagination®™ Brooks’ examination of melodramatic
excess centtes on what he refers to as ‘the .mo‘ral occult, a rhetorical scheme which
‘catties the burden of expressing the struggle between moral forces in an iﬁcreasingly

secular world®* The melodramatic mode, he atgues, recuperates moi:ally repiehensible

» Jdnathan Romaney, “Enigma Variations: 27 Grams,” Sight and Sound 14, no. 3 (2004), http:// gatéway;
proquest. com/openurl?utl ver=739.88-2004&res_dat=xri:iipa:&crft_dat=xri:iipa:article:citation:iipa00244
710 :

20 Linda Williams, “Melodrama Revised,” in qugunngAmmmn Fibn Genres, ed. Nick Browne, 42 (Betkeley:
University of California Press, 1998).

21 Williams, “Melodrama Revised,” 51; Peter Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry james,
melodrama, and the mode of excess New York: Yale University Press, 1976), 5.

22 Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination: »Ba.’{aé,‘Heny James, melodrama, and the mode of excess, 15.
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forces into a post-sacred order by means of intetiority, subtext ‘and symbolism: as
Williams writes, “The quest for a hiddén moral legibility is crucial to all melodrama.”*?
Williams® definition emphasises that one of melodrama’s central features is that it
“begins, and wants to end, in a space of innocence.”™ She also describes melodrama as
involving a negotiation between “pathos and action — a g:ive and take of ‘too late’ and ‘in
the nick of time™?® Melodrama, much like trauma, has a significant relationship to
temporality. Pathos, Williams explains, comes from the spectator’s awareness of loss, and
more specifically one’s “connection to the lost time of innocence.” Hope centres on
the possibility that it is not too late, even at the last minute, for a form of action to regain
the past. E. Ann Kaplan argues that trauma cinema faces particular issues with the

melodramatic ending:

In melodrama, the spectator is introduced to trauma through a film’s themes
and techniques, but the film ends with a comforting closure or ‘cure’. Such
mainstream works posit trauma (against its reality) as a discrete past event,

locatable, representable and curable.?7

Kaplan’s comments reiterate the tension _betweenv narrative closure and traumatic
. recovery, and the way these tensions complicate issues of representation. 27 Grams
cannot be understood, however, as a frobléﬁnatic narrative because of its attempt to
integrate melodrama and trauma; it is not that these two structutes are diametrically
opposed, but that the filmmaker needs to approach their amalgamaﬁon with caution. It is
difficult to nnagme how the narrative would have played éut if 21 Gmm.r had been made

in chronological order essentially because it would change the entire conception of the

23 Williams, “Melodrama Revised,” 51.
24 Ibid., 68.
25 Ibid., 69.
26 Ibid., 70.

7 Kaplan, “Melodtama, Cinema arid Trauma,” 204,
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film. 21.Gram.r’ story is not inhergntly bvemrougﬁt; rather, it is thelway the fractured plot
isolates and thus emphasises its most extreme moments that pushes it into the
classification of a weak melodtama. |

Robeft Hahn writes that all' films are plagued by “the-problembf"—the—end,”
arguably becauée of how the conclusion informs the preceding narrative events.™ In
offering its endiﬁg at the beginning of its narrative, 27 Grams testifies to its emphasis on
the climaxes of storytelling. The scene in the motel room, which is first introduced at the
end of the film’s opening sequence, plays out in its entirety toward the end ‘of the
natrative, signalling the film’s climax. The twist is that it is not Jack who wounds Paul,
which the narrative previously hints at, but Paul who shoots himself. Furthermore,
Cristina discév/ers that she is pregnant With Paul’s child. The film closes with a mbntage
sequence of Paul’s death in the hospital, as well as moments from before and after the

car accident:

1. Birds fly across a sky at dusk.

2. Cristina holds a bloodied, dying Paul in her lap. His ’vo'iceoverA begins,
continuing into the following shots: “How many lives do we live? How many

times do we die?”

3. Paul lies in a hospital bed, attached to a respirator. His voiceover continues:

“They say we all lose 21 grams at the exact moment of our death. Everyone.”
4. Michael and his daughters leave the dinet. “And how much fits into 21 grams?”
5. Jack waves goodbye to his boss as he gets into his truck. “How much is lost?”

6. Cristina’s sister calls out to her at the swimming pool. Cristina turns around,

laughing at her sister who jokingly gives her the finger. “When do we lose 21 |
grams?”

28 Hahn, “[untitled],” 54.
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7. At the hospitél, Cristina stares out of the window. Jack comes to stand next to

her. She slowly looks up at him. “How much goes with them?”
8. Jack returns home to his family. “How much is gained?”

9. Cristina opens the door to her daughters’ room, and steps inside. She sits on

the bed, het pregnant stomach evident. “How much is gained?”

10. Paul lies in his hospital bed. The heart monitor flatlines. “21 grams. The weight
of a stack of 5 nickels. The weight of 2 hummingbird. A chocolate bar. How
much does 21 grams weigh?” '

11. Snow falls over an empty swimming pool.

The moments depicted before the tragedy — Michael and his daughters in the diner,
Cristina and her sister at the swimming.poo'l, and Jack happily waving to bis Bpss — are
contrasted with optimistic flashes of what is to cotﬁe. As Hahn writes, in order for the
film “to fulfil its viéic\m (of the power of sactifice and the possibility of renewal), it adds a
coda of hope, consisting of quick epiphanic images of the .futul:e.”:'39 |
];ck and Cristina are both depicted throughout the natrative in relation to their
families, and the ending integrates this similarity in slgmﬁcant ways; as Cameroﬂ writes,
“the recénstitution of Jack’s nﬁcieaf family (husband, wife, and‘tv‘vo children) provides a
sense of balance and recompense for the loss .of Cristina’s family.”* The sense of
hesitant reconciliation between Jack and Cristina in the hospital is reinforced when she
finds the strength to enter her deceased children’s room. Furthermore, her unexpected
pregnancy, dpparently viable despite her drug use, symbolically balances the loss of the
child that could have been saved had Jack not fled the accident, invoking a general sense

of forgiveness.

29 Ibid.

240 Cameron, “Contingency, Order and the Modular Nartative: 27 Grams and Irreversible,” 76.
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Paul’s voiceover emotionally appeals to the spectator to find value in the meaning
- of life. While his wotds do not directly explain the significance of the accident in a
gtander scheme, the repetition of the line “How much is gained?” implores the spectator

to domesticate the trauma as a realm of hopeflﬂ possibility. As Kimberley Chun writes,

Ifiarritu positions both Jack and Paul as Christ figures — Paul shoots himself in
the chest, and Jack mutilates himself with almost palpable zeal, sacrificing
themselves, respectively, for another human being and for some kind of

spititual understanding.24

Like Hahn, Chun views the film’s overall message, informed by the natrative‘ ending, as
the promotion of the redeeming‘power of sactifice. While the pr‘evious‘ events appear to
deny the tenets of Jack’s theology, the ending engages with them through an affected
spitituality, providing for the storywotld a reliable moral scheme. This not to say that
]ack might never return to his family, or Cristina find closure, but thaf the film presents
these elements as an instantaneous cure that results from a contrived sense of salvation.
Newman wtites that “27 Grams ends by answering all of the quéStions it raises. It
ends by decomplexifying its narration, By explaining éll.”m The charactets do not find
solace in aécgpting the incomprehensibility of loss, but are comforted by the notion that
chance and coincidence will ultimately be transformed into redemption and hope. While
the film never visually represents the car crash, it nanaﬁvisés trauma in that it locates the
accident within a structure o'f cause and effect. The narrative appears to take on the same
, ;olé as the religion thaf it so vehemently seeks to reject throughbut its diegesis, bringing

the accident, and traumatic loss, back within the framework of justification and

21 Kimberly Chun, “Film Reviews: 27 Grams,” Cineaste 29, no. 2 (2004)523'

%2 Newman, “Character and Complexity in American Independent Cinema: 27 Grams and Passion Fish,”
104. '
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enlightenment. The singularity of the lost object, the conception of Cristina’s loss as
irreplaceable, is ultiméfely diminished.

21 .Grams narrative thus highlights that while cinema has found ways to engage
with the shock impact of tramnaﬁc distress, mainly th;ough a disruption of causal
linearity, it neéds to tread carefully when it comes to balancing content, form and
techniqﬁe, as well as find ways to represent natrative resolution and &aumaﬁ'c recovery.
As I have argued, it is not so much the narrative presence of recovery that is problematic,
ot even that the film displays melodramatic chatactetistics; rather, Ifiarrita’s assimilation
of story and plot isolates sensational moments in the stoty, where the spectator lacks an
understanding of character progression and motivation. As the pi:oceeding' analyses make
clear, narratives of trauma and loss require an interaction Wlth ambiguity, and not simply

the extremes of ‘l.ife and death.
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“No sound'; but so loud”: questions of anger and
revenge in Todd Field’s In the Bedroom

Released in 2001, Todd Field’s directorial debl;t details the struggle a couple go through
when their only child is murdered, and the ways in which they deal with their loss.
Ttaumatiséd by Frank’s death aﬁd frustrated with the ineffective justice .syste.m, Matt and
Ruth Fowler turn on themselves and on each other, and ‘ﬁnally, their son’s killer. While
the film received much critical acclaim, the ending of | In the Bedroom has been generally
acknowledgéd to be, as ohe cnuc puts it, the ﬁlt_n’s “fatal flaw.2# Noting the film’s |
abrupt transformation into a revenge dramé, Paul Christman claims tﬁat the narrative
 does not prepate one to l;eheve that the protagonists Wéuld resort to muxdér,“‘ Henry
‘Taylor argues that the film, like,maﬁy Hollywood blockbusgeré, simply reasserts the |
Ametican myth of regenérau'on through violence.*® Despite the film’s nnual human
focus on a berea{red couple, Taylor claims that In the Bedroom is ultimately dominated by
“the pull of génre, wish-fulfilment, and mythology.”* Through the lens of traumatic
loss, I aim to differenﬁate In the Bedroom from the conventional reirenge_ drama, but to
argue that the film’s narratively inconsistent ending comeé from a problematic literary
adaptaﬁon of Andre Dubus’ “Killings.”
~ The critique of the film’s revenge narrative, while latgely well-founded, has often |
obscured analysis of what is arguably; the narrétivé’s' more stimulating action: the

emotional violence caused by a couple’s inability to mourn the loss of their son. In the

23 Lynden Batber, “Outtakes,” The Australian, March 22, 2002.
24 Phil Christman, “Quick takes,” Christian Century 119, no; 4, (2002): 48.

# Henry. M. Taylor, “Trauma and violence; Different sensibilities: Nanni Motetti’s- The Son’s Room and
‘Todd Field’s In the Bedroom,” CineAction. 36, no. 9 (2006): 44.

246 Tbid.
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Bedroom shates a simuilarity v&rith‘mar;y.ttamha;tié loss narratives: the couple torn apatt by
gtief, seen in films such as Ordinary Pegple, The Doo; in the Floor, and Rabbit Hoke. le1 these
films, it is the couple’s different ways of dealing with loss that cause ma.titai fissures. In
Field’s natrative, the bereaved patents ate trapped in a cycle of destructive repetition,
th1&1 chain—smoking and watching daytime television, while Matt actively avoids her, and
absorbs himself in work. Desctibed by The New York Tir);e.r as “profoundly quiet,” In ?be
Bedroom provides the opportunity to explore representations of the denial of their loss,
and how it turns a relationship into ome of stony silences and repressed anger.
Stylistically, the thenie of disavowal seenlls to seep into the film’s subdued.colour palette
and often motionless camera, evoking Pierre-Janet’s description of traumatic rﬁemory as
“wordless and static.”** |

,' Unlike the alternative plots that are popular to trauma cinema, In the Bedroom is
steadfastly linear, aﬁd makes n;) drastic attempt to re-order time; however, the film luses
intermittent teméoral gaps, most sty]istig:a]_ly evident after Fraﬁk’s death: the short, often
silent scenés are continually punctuated with a fade to black, giving the impression of
fa;ding in and out of consciousness. For the Fowlers, time a}ﬁpea.ts to offer no comfort or |
cure, and mourning is conﬁggrgd as an endiessly destructive process. Chatlotte
O’Sullivan writes that the film’s narrative progtression, which is one of the most
significant divergences from Dubus’ shott story, f:oc,uses on “the‘ biza;re pace of the
everyday. As in life, no one sets the scene; we have to fill in the gaps ourselves.”® I will

explore how In the Bedroom, through the concentration on a couple unable to

communicate or mbum the loss of their palpably absent son, engages with the shock

247 Stephen Holden, “Film Review: When Grief Becomes A Member of the Family,” The New York Times,
November 23, 2001. ’ )

28 Herman, Trauma and Recovery: From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror, 175.

29 Charlotte O’Sullivan, “Reviews: In the Bedroom,” Sight and Sound 12, no. 1 (2002): 44.
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impact of a traumatic temporality manifested, here, in the oxymoronic “bizatre pace of

3250

the everyday.

‘Eye for an eye’ and the American Gothic

Set in a small town in Maine, Ir the Bedroom details the lives of middle-aged couple 'Matt
and Ruth Fowler, whose soﬁ Frank, an aspiring architect, is home. from college on his
summer break. He spends the days working as a lobster fisherman, and is romanticmy
involved with Natalie, an older wo@ with two éons apd a jealous ex-husband, Richard
Strout, One day, after a few antagonistic incidents with the couple, Richard shoots Frank
dead. Matt and Ruth struggle to deal with the loss of their only child, a‘.gn'ef that is
wortsened b}; the justice system’s inability to prosecute his killer. Matt and Ruth decide to
take the law into theit own hands. Witﬁ thé help of his frignd, Willis Trottier, Matt

murders Richard. Of the ending, Lynden Barber writes:

When, at the climax, Wilkinson’s husband mutders his son’s presumed killer,
éudiences are meant to feel that justice (albeit a terrible justice) has been done.
The central American myth of the pioneer not only places the individual in a
privileged position in society, it suggests individuals can solve their problems

using violence. Hollywood repeatedly depends on this myth.25!

‘While Batber believés that In the Bedroom is far from “a crass blockbuster,”*? his view is

similar to Henty Taylor’s assertion that the film fails to go beyond American, and,

specifically, Hollywood, myths of violence and tevenge.. Richard Slotkin’s Regeneration

through violence: the mythology of the American Frontier 1600 — 1860, traces the establishment of

250 Thid.
%1 Barber, “Outtakes.”

22 [hid.
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a collective cultural identity and national myths, such as those of the pioneer and frontier

justice, back to the eatly British settlements in America. Slotkin writes:

We ha{ve, I think, continued to associate democracy and progress with petpetual
social mobility....and with the continual expansions of our power....The seeds
of many American tragedies are in the captive-and-hunter myth, the myth of -

tegeneration through violence.53
Both Batber and Taylo? a;rgue that it is a “rugged individualism” that informs the basis of
thé narrative’s endipg, and Matt’s desire to avenge his son’s death.

In a narrative, the loss of a family member is often the catalyst for the revenge plot,
seen m ﬁlms such as Mystic River, Reservation Road, and The Brave One While these ﬁlms
do explore elements of the fat;lﬂy’s grief, the narrative is mainly focused through a desire |
for retribution. The Brave One sees Erica Bam and her fiancé violently attacked one night
whiie walking their dog: Erica sutvives, badly beaten and uamﬁsed, and her ﬁz;ncé dies.
She appears to suffer from traumatic grief,‘unable to sleep, work and even walk the. :
streets of the city without experiencing intrusive remir-liscences of the attack. While she
differs from Matt and Ruth in that she has physically experienced a trauma herself, The
‘Brave One spends little time detailing her emotional recovery process, and instead tumns to
more action-orientated premises. Erica purchases a gim, sﬁpposedly for protection, but |
ends up going on a vigilante killing spree. The narrative jusﬁﬁes her actions by deeming
the justice system ineffectual, and by her killing only those threatening imminent
violence. Finally, after Erica has hunted and killed her fiancé’s murderets, a friend of

hers, Detective Mercer, aids in covering up her crimes, further endorsing thve logic of

233 Richard Slotkin, Regeneration through violence: the mythology of the American Frontier 1600 — 1860 (New York,
NY: HarperPerennial, 1996), 557, 558. Slotkin writes: “Believing in the myth of regeneration through the
_violence of the hunt, the American hunters eventually destroyed the natural conditions that had made
possible their economic and social freedom, their democracy of social mobility. Yet the mythology and
value system it supported remained even after the objective conditions that had justified it had vanished’ (557 - 558, my
emphasis). : _

4 Neil Jordan (di), The Brave One (USA: Warer Bros. Pictures, 2007).
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revenge. Ultimately, the natrative celebrates Erica’s actions and suppotts the myth of
regeneration through violence, largely conforming to the conventional revenge plot.

The nmaﬁes of Mystic River and Rgmvatiorz Road, while still focalised through
recrimination, treat the myth in varymg ways. Mystic River's centrepiece is a crosscutting
sequence between Jimmy Markum killing Dave Boyle, the man whom he incotrectly pegs
for murdering his daughter, and the real killers, a couple of kids involved in a prank gone -
wrong, confessing their cnme The final moments of the film are left open-ended: Sean |
Devine, a local detective, threateningly mimes that he will shoot Jimmy, who returns
Sean’s gesture with an indiscernible shrug. Arguably, Jimmy either aims to suggest that
his capture is inevitable, or, he is challenging the detective with mocking carelessness.
While the Mnent coﬁsequences are left unspecified, the implication is that taking the
law into one’s own hands is perilous.

Reservation Road attempts to consider revenge from the perspective of both victim
and perpetrator. Ethan and Grace Learner’s son, Josh, is killed ina hit-end-run accident.
The driver, Dwight Amno, struggles with his mounting gujit and fear, while Ethan, like his
cinet,natic countefparts, grows frustrated with the justice system and hires a lawyer, who
coincidentally turns out to be Dwight. The narrative descends into a predictable game of

cat-and-mouse, and is neatly resolved: Ethah, seeing Dwight’s remorse, spares him the
revenge he had planned, and Dwight turns himself in to the authorities. Whﬂe the
'narrative differs from The Brave One in that it does not promote the American myth of
revenge, its treatment is tired and moralising. In regard to the traumatic loss narrative, it

offers no insights ot reflections: the expetience of mourning is used, similatly to The

Brave One and Mystic Riser, to create an action-orientated suspense plot.”’

35 Andrea Amold’s Red Road is a more interesting counterpoint to the conventional Hollywood revenge
drama in that it does not reveal the protagonist’s scheme until late in the narrative. Jackie Morrison, a
CCTYV operator living in Scotland, leads an isolated and lonely life, which the narrative takes time detailing. -
She becomes obsessed with watching and following a man, Clyde Harrison, in the CCTV footage and in
real life. Through an intricate plan, she deceives him into getting charged with rape and assault; later, he is
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In the Bedroom offers a debatable alternative to the above revenge narratives, and
their use of generic conventions. The film’s final act sees Matt and Willis kidnap Richard
and mislead him into thinking he is going on an iﬂvolunta.ty “holiday:” in effect, the two
men make it appear as though he is ékiéping bail and running from the law. When they
arrive at Willis* cabin, Matt kills Richard as he gets out of the car: first, he shoots him in
the shoulder, and then, when Richard attefnp’ts to crawl away from him as he is injured
on thé ground, Matt shoots him in the back. Surprised, 'Willis asks Matt why he had not
stu;:k to their plan, which was to kill Richard the next day. “I couldn’t wait,” Matt rei:lies,
a phrase which Taylor argues conveys that it is emotion, and not reason,‘ Athat informs the
logic of Matt’s revenge.”® The entire sequence, Taylor ﬁlrther claims, is geared to
diéapprove of Matt’s acdons; “The k.idnappér’ s cruelty of totally deceiving Richard makes
us share some symp;lthies with the victimizer-turned victim.”*’ Matt and Willis travel
home in sileﬁce, and the grey, ominous shots of an eatly morning Camden imply that tﬁe
Fo&lers’ grief is far from over. When Matt arrives home, Ruth is Waidpg, puffing on a
cigaretté as she sits in bed and asks, “Did you do it?” The ﬁnal s’equence of the film sees
Matt tossiﬁg in bed, cleatly andsed, while Ruth tties to force food 0ﬁ. him, Matt
retﬁoves a plaster from his finger: the small cut he had sustained from a fishing line is
nicely healed. Ruth s voice echoes in the almost tangibly empty house layered over
disquieting i images of an empty doorway, a staircase, and a mirror in front of a blllowmg
curtain: “Matt? Do you want coffee?” The camera cuts to a long exterior shot of the

house, and then to extreme long shots of the town of Camden.

exposed as the man who ran over and killed Jackie’s husband and daughter, and was recently released from
jail. While much of the plot is based on suspense and mystery, the myth of revenge is handled delicately,
and serves to reveal a grieving woman’s emotional alienation. The confrontation scene between Jackie and
Clyde offers no moral certainties or answers, and the film ends on a note of ambiguity as Jackie visits her
deceased husband’s family. :

6 Taylor, “Trauma and violence; Different sensibilities: Nanni Motetti’s The Sop’s Room and Todd Field’s
In the Bedroom,” 43.

27 Ibid.
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Rand Richards Cooper views the ﬁhn’s ending as a perpetuation of the naﬁaﬁve’s
concentration on the destructive potentia