
“ ( M ) o d ern theory requi res a critical distance - a position from which it can ‘sp eak’ in ord er

to j u d ge and value the text” (Hil/ Every 1998). In resp onse to the ne gl ect of female sub j ec-

tiv ity in Lost High wa y, I cho ose to sp eak from the sub j ec tive I.

“I think I’m pa rano id, MAN i pula ted” (Ga rbage 1998 ) .

A case of h y steria: Post mo d ern sp ec ta torshi p .

Bre ton and Aragon “define hysteria as a ‘mental sta te’ based on a ‘rec i pro cal sed u c tion’ tha t

subver ts all rela tions ‘between the sub j ect and the moral world’. ... (T)he hyster ic is a pa ra-

gon of a li b era ted l ove tha t, ... susp ends ra tional rela tions and tha t, ... sha t ters moral sub-

j ec thood. In a sense, it is a form of ec stasy, and the ‘sed u c tion’ is ‘rec i pro cal’: it pro d u ces

its effec ts in others - in doctor or anal y st, in artist or v iewer” (Foster 1993 ) .

T he foll ow ing pa p er p ositions Lost High wa y as a post mo d ern text. Post mo d ernist in the

F red er ic Jameson sense, in that it “unw it tingly or o therw ise, (is) in coll usion with the

p owers - that-be in hel p ing to ma inta in the political sta t us qu o” (Sim 1998) In the context

of the cinema and this pa p er, that ma intenance I am referr ing to is that of the dominant

mo d el of sp ec ta torship, the masc uline st ru c t u red gaze. I argue that Lost High wa y d o es

this by em pl o y ing an aesthe tic of h y steria to crea te a spa ce of amb i guity within the text.

T his amb i guity is used st ra te gically to pro d u ce a moral cont ra dic tion in the sp ec ta tor,

th row ing him or her into a sta te of h y ster i a .

“ Susp ending my ra tional rela tions, and sha t ter ing my moral sub j ec thood”, I want to see the

film aga in and aga in. I’ve been sed u ced. This pa p er ma ps the trap of Lost High wa y. A tra p

w hich sed u ces me, possesses me, only then to sn u ff me ou t.

F red Ma dison, the pro tagonist of Lost High wa y su ffers from hysteria. “I li ke to rememb er

things my own wa y... How I rememb ered them. Not necessa r ily the way they ha p p ened ”

says Fred who is pla y ed by Bill Pull man. This prov id es a key to the na rra tive’s open archi-

tec t u re, which physicaliz es the sim ultaneously pa rall el worlds of F red’s del usions and

the die ge tic reality ou tside of his del usions. They can’t be sepa ra ted. This amb i guit y

works in resisting the sp ec ta tors ability to red u ce the na rra tive into any definitive and

ra tional account of w hat ha p p ened .

“ F reud drew attention to the fragmenta ry and discontin u ous na t u re of the hyster ic’s na rra-

tive and to the physic i an’s resp onsi b ility for reorganiz ing it into a co herent whole” (Showal-

ter 1997). In so doing, the physic i an has to fill in the ga ps of the hyster ic’s story, and th us the

na rra tive would ill ust ra te thed o c tor’s hysteria ra ther than the pa tient’s. Filling in the ga ps

of Lost Highwa y, I wond er w hose hysteria this is.  Is it Fred’s hysteria coming th rough Fre u d

... or mine ?

In interv iews Ly nch has invo ked André Bre ton as a mentor ( Wa rner 1997). Bre ton and Ara-

gon cla imed the disord er of h y steria for the world of a esthe tics, expressing that hyster i a

“ can in every way be consid ered a supreme mode of expression” (Aragon/ Bre ton 1948). In

Lost High wa y h y steria func tions as the cent ral organiz ing trope of the na rra tive. Yet it

al so func tions as Fred’s “physical, verbal and gest u ral language” (Micale 1994). It is wit-

hin this language that we wit ness the colla pse of “ the bounda r ies and br id ges” (Por ter

1994) between Fred’s mind and body. It is in di al o gue with this language, that I wit ness

the colla pse of “ the bounda r ies and br id ges” in the union of F red’s mind and body and m y

mind and body.
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Lost High wa y ta kes pla ce in the mind of F red. Therefore as the sp ec ta tor we know and we see

th rough Fred. My rela tionship with the sc reen, is a rela tionship with Fred. I don’t know if he

wants to fuck me or kill me. I don’t know if his masc ulinity is in crisis or w he ther he em-

ploys a pl ea of h y steria as an alibi to evade the cha rge of miso gy n y. I tremor.

T he masc uline st ru c t u red gaze of the cinema is the pa ra di gm of F red’s sub j ec tiv it y. Natu-

rally then, in classic tra dition Fred would believe that his rela tionship with his wife Renee ,

pla y ed by Pa t r icia Arqu e t te, should be one where he possesses her th rough his phallic ga z e ,

she should be his pro p er t y. Yet Fred is pa rano id that Renee is hav ing an ext ra ma r ital affa i r,

that he does not possess her at all. The text amb i gu ously st ru c t u res whe ther the pa rano i a

is del usional or no t. As the na rra tive is told th rough Fred’s minds eye, the percep tion of his

reality cannot be trusted. As a sp ec ta tor, I have no fixed point of reality to read from, this

d ecenters me. From here on in, it becomes im p ossi ble to dec i p her reality from del usion.

O ne would think that this la ck of au thor ity of F red’s gaze would begin to fra c t u re wha t

Ka ja Silverman has call ed the “dominant fic tion of p hallic whol eness” (Silverman 199 2 ) .

F red’s an x iety is displa ced from his im p o tence onto Renee’s sup p osed in fid elit y. His hyster i a

a r tic ula tes a l oss of cont rol over ‘ his’ female body. This la ck of p ossession th rows his mas-

c ulinity into a sta te of c r isis. Yet und er the su r fa ce, what ex ists, is a viol ent reasser tion of

that phallic whol eness. The only way he can reassert his power, his phallic gaze, is by posse-

ssing her in the only way he can, m u rd er.

F red’s miso gyny is reveal ed th rough rea ding his tra in of thou g h t. In one scene Fred lies in

b ed and has a flash ba ck or d el usion of him pla y ing sa xo p hone at a cl ub. Fred wa tches as

R enee l eaves the cl ub with ano ther man. This flash ba ck or d el usion is interrup ted when

R enee ge ts into bed and they start to ma ke l ove. Fred does not su ccess f ully sex ually per-

form and he turns away from Renee and tells her of a dream he had, one which fore tells her

m u d er of her. What Fred’s thought pro cess exp oses is tha t, wife’s in fid elity + husband’s im-

p o tence = husband’s desi re to m u rd er w i fe .

While on dea th row for m u rd er ing Renee, Fred und ergo es his most ser ious expression of the

l oss of his sub j ec tiv ity: he me tamorp hoses into Pete Da y ton, pla y ed by Balthez er G e t t y. Fred

und ergo es a hyster ical fugue, which is when a person “may su d d enly l eave what (s/)he is

d o ing and go on a j ou rney which (s/)he cannot rememb er a f terwa rds” (Monton 1985). Dav id

Ly nch desc r i b es a psy cho genic fugue as “a person (who) gives up himself, his world, his fa-

mily - every thing about himself - and ta kes on ano ther id entity” (Piz ello 1997). So, for some

time, Fred Ma dison becomes Pete Da y ton, or due to its amb i gu ous na t u re, it could be that Pete

Da y ton becomes Fred Ma dison.

P e te Da y ton falls for Alice Wa kefield who is al so pla y ed by Pa t r icia Arqu e t te. Arqu e t te has

d esc r i b ed her p er formance as “two di fferent interpre ta tions of the same woman. I thin k

it’s about a man try ing to rec rea te a rela tionship with the woman he l oves so that it end s

up better” (Rodley 1996). Arqu e t te go es on to expla in that her cha ra c ters are about “the

da rk ness of women. The dest ru c tive el ement of women. It’s a man’s concept” (ibid.). Ar-

qu e t te al so reads the text as the hyster ical na rra tive bel onging to Fred’s mind, a mind

w hich bases its sub j ec tiv ity on the st ru c t u red male gaze of d ominant cinema .

P ost mo d ern cinema knows the history and co d es of sp ec ta torship, and em ploys them accor-

ding to its agenda. Lost High wa y exp oses this knowl ed ge, utiliz ing it as a frame to sim ulta-

neously subvert and rev ive. The classical mo d el of sp ec ta torship is in fact the die ge tic land-

scape of the fil m.

T h rou g hout this scene, Alice is in cont rol of the na rra tive, since she initi a tes the flash b-

a ck. This tra ditionally dic ta tes that it would be the way Alice rememb ered things. Her
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vo ice - over pla ces her in a position of au thor it y. Spea king for herself, Alice tells a di r t y

story, and she obv iously li kes it. But if this is ta king pla ce in Fred’s mind, then isn’t Fred

pu t ting words into Alice’s mou th? Li ke phone sex, Alice tells Pete, who fills in the pic t u-

res, a dirty story. Fred / P e te ask Alice whe ther she en j o y ed being forced to strip at gun

p o int in front of a ro om full of men. Alice doesn’t answer, but I know she did enjoy it, be-

cause I felt her t remor.

When qu estioning how the female sp ec ta tor would id enti fy with the maso chistic scena r io ,

Pa rveen Adams su g gests “that she does not necessa r ily id enti fy only and excl usively with the

woman who is bea ten; she may al so, sim ultaneousl y, id enti fy with the bea ter or w ith the l ess

involved sp ec ta tor w ho sim ply looks on. And even if she does id enti fy only with the tor t u red

woman, she might id enti fy alterna tely or sim ultaneously with her pl easu re and / or her pa in”

( W illi ams 1989 ) .

I f the text is Fred’s mind’s eye, then so too are the vid eo ta p es in the die gesis extensions

of this. That Fred’s mind’s eye should have to be pla y ed th rough the tel ev isual appa ra t us

is revealing of F red’s reli ance on the mo d ernistic sp ec ta tor i al mo d el for his sub j ec tiv it y.

It is not until Fred wa tches the m u rd er on sc reen that he is made awa re of his deranged

a c tions. Fred is cl ea rly ali gned with the active look of the camera. His minds eye, the vi-

d eo camera, has record ed Renee as physically fragmented. Her b o d y, cho p p ed into pieces ,

is una ble to look ba ck. Fred ma kes, and wa tches, his own sn u ff mov ie of R enee. He sn u ffs

her ou t. Not willing to accept the sa dist position, I too have now here to view from but to

be sn u ffed ou t. Either p osition is a troubl ed id enti fica tion for the sp ec ta tor.

While Fred su ffers a fragmenta tion of the mind, Renee su ffers a fragmenta tion of b o d y. Wo-

man as image, as ob j ect of d esi re, is kept in pla ce. Fred ge ts to hold and cont rol the ob j ect of

the phallic gaze. He cho ps Renee into pieces, only to rea rrange her as Alice. This rec rea tion

of R enee th rough Alice is a form of nec ro p hilia. “What I need ed to have was a pa r tic ula r ex-

p er ience with a person”, sa id Edmund Emil Kem p er the III who was a nec ro p hilic kill er, “to

p ossess them in the way I had to, I had to ev ict them from the i r b o dies” (Simon 1996, 293 ) .

“ N ec ro p hilic sex ual psy cho pa ths der ive sex ual gra ti fica tion only when they can have com-

pl e te command of a woman’s body without the woman present. The to tal sense of p ower a c ts

li ke an aphro disiac but al so disp els fea rs of ina d equacy with women” (ibid., 44). The nec ro-

p hile rids the female body of its mind. To possess Renee in the way Fred had to, he had to

ev ict her from her b o d y. Fred possesses Renee in his look, but it’s all in his hea d .

P ost mo d ern film em ploys a st ra te gic aesthe tic of amb i guity to sim ultaneously all ow “the

d efinitive end and overcoming of mo d ern ( ist) sp ec ta torship, and, at the same time, mo-

d ern ( ist) sp ec ta torship und er new management” (Spencer 1998). I don’t know if he wants

to fuck me or kill me. “I feel pa rano id and com plica ted. I feel pa rano id and MAN i pula ted ”

( Ga rbage 1998). I’m hyster ical and I want more .

C inema ma kes me tremor.
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