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Introduction

Seasons Greetings, everyone!

Of course I realize that by the time you are reading this the holidays are 
long gone. Still, I can’t help reflect on the fact that while I am in the middle of 
holiday preparations (baking cookies, putting up the tree, buying and wrapping 
presents), essentially taking part in the widespread cultural phenomenon known 
as Christmas, I’m also reading about other interesting but disparate aspects of 
our culture: movies, literature, advertising, and poetry (among other things).

J.A. White leads off this issue with “Construction of a Post-Racial 
Identity in Popular Film Media: Revolution and Resistance,” the first of our 
articles relating to film. Up next is Dennis Russell, exploring Abel Ferrara’s use 
of Nietzsche in his films in “Expanding the Horizons of Cinematic Narrative: A 
Textual Analysis of Nietzchean Themes in Five Abel Ferrara Films.” Then we 
have Goethe in Katya Skow’s “Goethe Lite: The Fictionalization of German 
Literati.” Our fourth and final cinematic offering is J. Robert Craig with 
“Howling at the Moon: The Origin Story in Werewolf Cinema,” a fascinating 
look at where werewolves have been and where they’re going.

I cannot offer any particular segue into Simone Dennis’s “Four 
Milligrams of Phenomenology: An Anthro-Phenomenological Exploration of 
Smoking Cigarettes” but it works nonetheless. Cigarettes and alcohol go 
naturally together, so up next is “The Contaminated Vision: The Alcoholic 
Perspective in Hart Crane’s ‘The Wine Menagerie’” by Matts Djos.

An American institution is discussed, at length, in “At the Margins of 
the Minors: Good Girls, Bad Girls, and Baseball Beyond the Big Leagues” by 
Connie Brownson and Harold Dorton. To wrap up the articles, we have Melanie 
Hanson’s “‘You’ve Come a Long Way Baby’: An Update on the Perpetuation of 
Decapitation Advertisement and Its Commodification of Female Sexuality in 
Las Vegas, NV.”

We have an exciting new feature to offer to in this edition: book 
reviews. True, we only have two reviews at this time, but we’re hoping to 
expand that number. If you have a book you would like reviewed, please contact 
Dr. Felicia Campbell at felicia.campbell@unlv.edu for more information.

Happy New Year!

Mindy Hutchings
Associate Editor, Popular Culture Review 
popular_culture_review@yahoo.com

mailto:felicia.campbell@unlv.edu
mailto:popular_culture_review@yahoo.com




Construction of a Post-Racial 
Identity in Popular Film Media: 

Revolution and Resistance

In summer 2002, action star Vin Diesel, a blazing hot Hollywood 
property and the protagonist in the blockbuster XXX, graced the covers of two 
popular African-American magazines, among other mass market periodicals. 
However, each of these two covers had its own distinct message. Jet magazine 
presented Vin as one of three African-American action heroes to grace the 
screen that spring and summer, along with The Rock and Wesley Snipes, while 
Savoy had this to offer: a portrait of Diesel, arms crossed, a defiant look on his 
face, with the following headline: “Vin Diesel Ain’t So Tough (except when you 
ask about race . . . ) ” Diesel, whose real name is Mark Vincent, is widely known 
through interviews in all forms of entertainment media to have actively 
constructed this public self—a self which is truly post-racial; that is, a self which 
does not see itself through the filter of racial identity and which regards itself as 
a representative of one race—the human race. This article will examine Diesel’s 
attempt to structure this multi-layered identity, but more significantly will 
explore the reasons popular reporters, regardless of race, seek to exoticize, 
compartmentalize, or otherwise negate the star’s attempt to present himself as a 
person truly beyond racial boundaries, and why, almost without exception, they 
seek to reconstruct his identity as that of an African-American male.

A brief acknowledgement of the assumptions made by most Americans 
about identity is necessary if one is to understand why Diesel’s stance is so 
unusual and why reporters find it so difficult to accept at face value. The most 
basic assumptions, perhaps, are that race is a fact, not a social or anthropological 
construct, and that it provides an objectively based means of identification as 
well as dividing people into discrete groups; that race is an important identifier 
through which people come to know certain truths about a person’s history, 
personality and values; finally, that many of these personal facts can be deduced 
from a basic visual assessment of the human in question. Other assumptions 
grow out of these. For example, most believe that each person belongs to at least 
one specific race, while after that, some believe a biracial identity is a valid one, 
while others adhere to the “one-drop” rule and therefore believe there is no such 
thing as being truly biracial. Some people assume race and ethnicity to be 
interchangeable in terms of identity; for example, one may identify as Italian- 
American or as African-American as easily as white or black. Still others 
believe that any identity which encompasses all identifiable races and 
ethnicities—an identity of which Tiger Woods “Cablinasian” is an excellent 
example—is both valid and forward thinking; their assumption is that a person 
should give due credit and respect to the accomplishments of all his or her
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ancestors. However, the actual complexities of racial, ethnic, and religious 
identities remain unexplored by much of Middle America. For example, many 
Americans consider Latinos and Jews to be members of distinct racial groups, 
without giving due consideration to the fact that members of these groups have 
more complex self-identities than a single descriptor indicates.

What is generally missing in this whole discussion is the concept that 
race is equivalent to species, that the term “one race” could be equivalent to the 
race of humankind in its infinite variety. The possibility that this concept is true 
makes a lot of people uncomfortable because of the time and energy they have 
spent investing in racially based self identity. The fact that Diesel’s identity is a 
part of this conversation is especially telling because as a movie star, especially 
as an action hero, his success is based partly on the ability of the audience to 
engage in projection—to live vicariously through the star for the duration of the 
movie, engaging in the willing suspension of disbelief.

There are really two groups of people engaged in the conversation 
swirling around him: reporters who type, stereotype, pigeonhole, and then judge 
men and women whom they cannot successfully peg; and movie audiences, the 
younger of whom for which race may in fact be a largely irrelevant factor so far 
as accepting Diesel as hero. The collective audience of film and news 
entertainment media usually makes assumptions regarding racial identity and the 
people it chooses to watch on the silver screen, the size of which heightens our 
awareness of looks and behaviors; that audience then coddles its members with 
regard to those assumptions and allows those members to hold fast to them. It is 
therefore almost inevitable that members of the media, without realizing that 
they are doing so, tend to hand down an implicit judgment on a man who steps 
forward and declares that his racial identity is not up for discussion. More 
importantly, however, moviegoers tend to look with a benign gaze upon media 
attempts to pin a specific racial identity on a man even when he has decided the 
topic is off limits. Some members of that audience may not notice or care when 
a writer says, “We know who you are, even if you don’t, and even if you are not 
willing to own up to it.” For others such a claim may be offensive, in that it does 
Diesel and everyone else who doesn’t fit into a predictable box a disservice, and 
fails to give him credit for refusing to back into an uncomfortable mold and 
stand as if he had been bom into it. At the same time, however, it would be 
naive to say that there is no practical reason for Diesel’s assertions. Several 
writers mention that Diesel has played characters of different ethnicities—and 
one character of no specific ethnicity—and realizes that his indeterminate looks 
and coloring are advantageous from a casting standpoint.

Diesel himself, during interviews, seems almost annoyed with the 
questions. “I feel 100% multicultural. And that’s it,” he says in GQ, to Peter 
Levine. “It’s a unique way to think, but it’s the right way to think, because 
otherwise you’re going to have an ever growing population of kids checking off 
twenty different boxes to describe who they are. Why pigeonhole people?” he 
adds (112). To Gil Robertson of Savoy, Diesel elaborates. “I can’t buy into
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labels because they diminish what multiculturalism is and the courage of those 
parents who created all of us ‘harmony babies’ . . .  I had to deal with a 
lot . . .  because I’m multicultural, and there were no multicultural icons or role 
models. It was a struggle to define myself as a person up against other people’s 
expectations” (58).

In appearances on mainstream talk shows, David Letterman and Conan 
O'Brien among them, Diesel engages in redirection of the expected 
conversation. No doubt secure in the fact that no polite, sane person would 
actually challenge one’s ethnicity on national television, he cites the facts that he 
grew up, yes, multicultural, in an artist’s colony in New York’s Greenwich 
Village, and started acting at the age of seven, when he and some friends broke 
into a theatre and the canny owner told them to come back the next day for an 
acting workshop instead of turning them in to authorities. If asked, he speaks 
briefly about making his first film, Multi-facial, in which he plays a racially 
ambiguous actor, yet fails to mention the autobiographical nature of the movie. 
He mentions going out to Los Angeles and expecting to get work “as a New 
York actor” and returning home “with his tail between his legs” before being 
cast by Steven Spielberg in Saving Private Ryan. If there’s an identity Diesel 
throws out for large scale consumption, it’s that of a New Yorker—an idealized 
multiracial, multicultural, creative American icon.

As Diesel presents his own history in mainstream (non-minority- 
owned) print media, multiculturalism was simply a fact of his existence. His 
references to kids and to role models and icons suggest that he sees himself as 
an icon of the new millennium. He seems to have a healthy skepticism about 
labels and about stereotyping in general. Most of all, he invites empathy, both in 
the memory of that kid who never saw someone like himself on the big screen 
and as a man who by necessity had to define himself in a psychological place 
where there were no “official,” racially determined or sanctioned rules or 
boundaries. What clearly comes across is that Diesel has created the first truly 
multiracial persona in American film.

Rob Cohen, Diesel’s director in The Fast and the Furious, says this 
about his racial ambiguity: “It’s been a long time for America and Hollywood to 
get to a point where your racial identity is not your calling card. When they see 
Vin onscreen, Hispanics can see themselves, African-Americans see themselves. 
If you’re a Sephardic Jew, you could see yourself in Vin. He is in many ways a 
Rorschach test on race. A lot of races look at Vin and say ‘there’s a part of him 
in me, and part of me in him’” (qtd. in Paixao).

Reporters focus on Diesel’s looks as they might focus on the looks of a 
model rather than those of an actor, partly because of the information they 
believe is coded therein, and partly because his muscularity and appropriation of 
physical space speak to a media which collectively, if not consciously carries 
what Charley Shively, writing in Black Men, White Men, calls “a fantasy of 
Black men being more at home in their body (more animal, more thing)” (52)— 
a fantasy whose ancestral image Frantz Fanon has identified as the living
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representation of “European myths about the aggressive, violent, and animalistic 
‘nature’ of black sexuality . . .  fabricated . . .  by the phallocentric anxieties and 
fantasies of the all-powerful white ‘master’” (qtd. in Julien/Mercer 169). For 
example, Jess Cagle, in Time magazine, refers to the actor’s “exotic looks— 
olive skin and full lips,” and adds that “he’s widely assumed to be of African 
and Italian heritage, but Diesel resolutely refrains from identifying his 
ethnicity.” Cagle’s use of the word “exotic” is telling because common 
associations paradoxically objectify an “exotic” person as alien, or “other,” as 
mysterious and of obscure and distant geographical or cultural origin, yet 
associate that person with an amoral sensuality and sexuality, and by extension, 
with desire. (It therefore makes sense that in American culture there are “exotic” 
dancers who are actually erotic dancers, and men trolling the Internet for wives 
from “exotic” places.) David Hochman, in Details, also focuses on Diesel’s 
physical image, introducing his readers to Diesel’s “kryptonics”—his biceps— 
and then claiming that “his shaved head could have been sculpted by an 
Etruscan, perhaps an entire village of Etruscans, and [that] even his jaw muscles 
look like they practice Tae Bo” (158). Rolling Stone’s cover dubs Diesel “an 
international man of mystery,” and Jeffrey Wells article therein bullets what he 
will or will not admit about his background, his family, and his sex life; 
however, the photo portrait showing Vin gracefully posed, alluringly lit in a way 
which emphasizes the pure power of his physique dominates the page. What is 
interesting is that magazines which don’t often focus on male skin spice up their 
stories with photos of Diesel shirtless. What is more interesting is that of those 
surveyed, the only magazine featuring a fully clothed Diesel, in a headshot and 
then in a dark, inconspicuous sweater which hides most of his physique, is 
Savoy, an African-American magazine. Shively’s ideas about fantasy seem to be 
fully operational here.

There’s also an undercurrent of disbelief on the part of mainstream 
reporters concerning the information that Diesel gives them—and information 
he will not give them. For example, in Rolling Stone, Jeffrey Wells announces 
that [Diesel] “is building a myth about his multiracial lineage. Is he African- 
American? Italian? Hispanic? Diesel won’t say. He wants to be all-inclusive” 
(44). If Diesel won’t say, where is the myth? Merriam-Webster offers these 
definitions of “myth”:

1. a. A usually traditional story of ostensibly historical events 
that serves to unfold part of the worldview of a people or 
explain a practice, belief, or natural phenomenon, b. Parable, 
allegory. 2. a. A popular belief or tradition that has grown up 
around something or someone; especially: one embodying the 
ideals and institutions of a society or segment of society 
{Merriam-Webster Online).

According to either definition, a myth is a constructed story. However, 
the myth to which Wells is referring is not a story at all, but actually a carefully
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constructed gap in the strings of information Diesel himself has presented for 
public consumption. The underlying theme here is that failure to disclose is 
tantamount to deception, because the reporter seems to think it impossible to 
think beyond racial categories. One might speculate, too, that the reporter is 
awash in his own assumptions about race and somehow resentful that the 
profiled subject will not agree with or respond to those assumptions. His last 
remark that Diesel ‘"wants to be all-inclusive” comes across as judgmental, and 
as a challenge, as if the logical progression of the thought is “he wants to be all- 
inclusive, but we know better.”

Peter Levine in GQ also gets into the act, referring to Diesel’s remark 
about being multicultural, “and that’s it,” as a “shrewd bit of personal 
mythmaking” (112). What might be considered a natural curiosity about human 
difference has been reduced, in the racially charged atmosphere of this country, 
into a socially acceptable, demanding curiosity about racial identity in particular. 
The expressed equation of multiculturalism with personal mythmaking suggests 
both that the reporter does not identify multiculturalism as a true personal 
identity, and suggests further that it is an invalid construct, unlike race and racial 
heritage are alleged to be.

In commenting on Diesel’s self presentation, Benjamin Svetsky in 
Entertainment Weekly perhaps unconsciously reveals why many reporters have 
trouble letting go of questions regarding racial identity. “By stripping away all 
identifying marks,” he says, “presenting himself as a blank slate—particularly 
when it comes to his racial background—he’s found a way to market himself to 
the broadest possible audience. He’s selling himself as a multiethnic Everyman, 
a movie star virtually every demographic can claim as his own” (27). While the 
idea that an actor begins each role as a tabula rasa has been around for decades, 
Svetsky qualifies that image with specific regard to racial identity, and his 
choice of words is significant, for it reveals the ambiguous nature of the 
projection that is a necessary part of the viewer’s experience and by extension, 
reveals the ambiguous nature of stereotyping and its importance with regard to 
the relationship between a film’s viewer and its protagonist: if a viewer cannot 
identify the star as a member of a specific race or ethnicity, the writer suggests, 
then he is free to project his own group’s values and idiosyncrasies upon the 
actor and “claim” him as a member of the group—but conversely, if a viewer 
identifies the star as a member of a specific group, he may project his prior 
perceptions and judgments about that group onto the actor and dismiss him as 
unwatchable, consciously believing only that he “can’t relate” to the actor or to 
his character.

Svetsky’s words also hint at the personal discomfort some feel upon 
being unable to identify a person in racial terms, while paradoxically stating that 
an actor with no specific racial identity by default belongs to all. Fundamentally 
Svetsky suggests, as Levine and others do before him, that a multicultural 
identity is a false identity, or non-identity, rather than an amalgamation of 
identities.
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Some reporters for the African-American media also buy into the idea 
that a genuine identity reflects a single racial heritage. The unattributed article in 
Jet about Diesel and his XXX  alter ego, Xander Cage, is subtitled “Buff, Bold 
and Bad: Hollywood’s Black Action Heroes.” Gil Robertson’s opening question 
in Savoy is “so who’s Vin Diesel fooling anyway?” He adds that “. . .  maybe 
he’s tricking all of Hollywood and much of the fast and furiously growing fan 
clan, few of whom may know that the actor who portrayed Pvt. Adrian Caparzo 
brings a little more color than your average paisano. Whatever” (57). The hook 
is provocative, with its hint of an attempted deception, superior or arcane 
knowledge on the part of the reporter, and more generally a suggestion that 
Diesel is actively obscuring important information. Bonz Malone “claims” 
Diesel as one of Vibe's own, remembering their shared days in the club scene, 
describing a conversation that wavers between intellectual discourse and street 
slang and catching a moment with Diesel when he says, “Hey Bonz, what up?” 
(Apr. 2001). James Hill on BET.com, attempting to temper his biting 
commentary with humor, has the following “advice” for the actor: “Vin Diesel, 
you need to be careful. Don’t worry about fighting evil spies or ferocious flying 
aliens. You need to keep your eyes out for. . .  THE BLACK COMMUNITY! 
You know the old saying, ‘it takes one to know one’? Well, you are one. One of 
us, that is. The Rock, Jennifer Beals, Tiger Woods—none have been able to 
escape! And you’re next.” Hill’s comments may be tongue in cheek, but his 
“targets”—a list of biracial or multiracial celebrities—may not find them 
amusing, for they effectively devalue the entertainers’ self-chosen identities, and 
more tragically, willfully negate any of their ancestral lines other than those 
which are African. It might be noted that there is a distinct difference in 
demographic among all these magazines, and that each characterization is at 
least partly a response to the particular market towards which the magazine is 
directed. Jet, for example, has been published for decades and has a middle- 
aged, middle-class subscription base; it makes sense that their readers are more 
comfortable with the “one-drop” rule which would dictate that Vin must be 
African-American. Savoy is more upscale, with a more cosmopolitan audience; 
that audience, it seems, would be more open to the presentation of questions 
surrounding racial identity. Vibe, with 14- to 24-year-olds as its demographic, is 
left to claim through example; without prior knowledge of the subject, it would 
appear obvious to anyone who is reading the article that Vin is a young Black 
man similar to the majority of the audience to whom the article is directed. 
BET.com’s audience is especially varied and the site speaks to its many 
demographics, with its tacit acceptance of the “one-drop” rule and its parallel 
play on African-American pride. With articles such as “‘Outing’ Diesel,” 
however, it also locates a center of debate within the African-American 
community itself, as those who live by the “one-drop” rule and argue on the side 
of a historically-based identification of Blackness claim that the wholeness, 
perhaps, of African-American identity is lost once those non-African roots so
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long ignored have been traced and established as the source of a more 
comprehensive, truly multicultural identity.

In all these examples, there is no hesitation to label by name or by 
encouraging assumptions; in all these examples, however, from Diesel’s point of 
view, there’s also no question that some part of him remains unrecognized and 
missing from the equation.

Ultimately, though, there is good news. As Diesel’s star has risen, 
questions about his racial background have faded into obscurity. In addition, 
other multiracial entertainers have followed in his footsteps and stepped forward 
to claim a substantial portion of the popular entertainment market. However, 
Diesel’s importance as an icon should not be underestimated. In an industry 
notoriously slow to reflect social change among its audiences, he remains a hero 
who reflects the true diversity in American culture. One can only hope that 
Diesel continues to be the “Tiger Woods of Hollywood—kickin’ butt and taking 
our minds off the race labels we Americans cling to so tightly” (Robertson 58).

Morgan State University J.A. White
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Expanding the Horizons 
of Cinematic Narrative:

A Textual Analysis of Nietzchean 
Themes in Five Abel Ferrara Films

Film director Samuel Fuller once said, “The cinema is like a 
battleground. Love . . .  hate . . .  action . . .  violence . . .  death. In a word: 
emotion.” In the truest sense of the auteur theory of film, the primary, although 
not exclusive, source of a film’s emotional and ideational development resonates 
from the director’s perspective, feelings, and philosophy. The more one sees a 
director’s body of work, the more one comes to realize that the director is not 
telling separate and unrelated stories. Instead, it becomes apparent that similar 
ideas are being expressed through the use of images and dialogue infused with 
themes (Sherman and Rubin, 1969, pp. v-vii).

This auteur theory is particularly evident in the cinema of American 
independent filmmaker Abel Ferrara, whose fourteen films since 1979 have 
mapped out an influential and controversial cinematic terrain. Working within 
commercial genres and with established actors, Ferrara still manages to produce 
dark, intense, thematically complex, and unapologetically controversial works 
that often push the envelope of taste and moral propriety (Filmmaker, 1996, p. 
55). Of particular interest for this paper are five Ferrara films {Driller Killer, Ms. 
45, King o f New York, Bad Lieutenant, and The Addiction) that employ ongoing 
themes and ideas inspired by the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844- 
1900).

Because of Nietzsche’s proclamation that “God is dead,” his insistence 
that the meaning of life is to be found on purely human terms rather than within 
the precepts and doctrines of Christianity, and his concept of the Superman and 
the will to power, his uncompromisingly provocative works have influenced 
such writers as George Bernard Shaw, D.H. Lawrence, and Jean-Paul Sartre. 
Similarly, director Ferrara—dubbed by some critics as the “bad boy of 
American cinema” because of his raw, nightmarish, violent, at times profane 
filmmaking style—trains his camera on characters wandering through a 
Nietzschean landscape.

Each of Ferrara’s films has called upon, to varying degrees, the 
development of philosophical themes and ideas. His first feature, the cult classic 
Driller Killer (1979)—an early exercise in Nietzschean imagery—was a brutal 
tale of a struggling artist (played by Ferrara) who purchases a battery operated 
drill and vents his frustrations on New York City’s homeless. This was followed 
in the eighties by Ms. 45, Fear City, China Girl, and Cat Chaser—each film an 
intense, gritty exploration of the human condition.
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Meanwhile, Ferrara’s films in the nineties technically became more 
polished and stylized, thematically darker, and more philosophical. King o f New 
York (1990) set the tone for his work in this decade, in which Christopher 
Walken plays a gangster who gets out of prison and attempts to regain control of 
the New York drug trade. This was followed by what many critics believe to be 
Ferrara’s masterpiece, Bad Lieutenant (1992), a soul-searching crime drama in 
which Harvey Keitel plays a corrupt, morally spent police detective seeking 
redemption by investigating the rape of a nun. According to Ferrara, Bad 
Lieutenant is a film about personal violence, noting: “People can lay violence on 
each other just with words. You don’t have to shoot somebody to really hurt 
’em” (Bouzereau, 1996, p. 207; Filmmaker, 1996, p. 55). Other philosophical 
Ferrara works from the nineties were The Addiction (1995), a vampire film that 
serves as a cinematic treatise on how it is fundamental to the human condition to 
be susceptible to temptation, obsession, and being possessed by dark forces; and 
The Funeral (1996), a philosophical, deconstructionist gangster drama set in the 
Depression (McDonagh, 1995, p. 205; Ferrara, 1996, p. 17; Travers, 1996, p. 
126).

Thematically, all of Ferrara’s films have been dark, brutal, and 
punishing explorations of moral and emotional wastelands and the futile search 
for redemption. Most importantly, though, are the recurring strains of 
Nietzschean philosophy threading through Ferrara’s work, particularly in the 
five films being analyzed in this paper. The Nietzschean ideas expressed in the 
films are: decadence, the “self-deceptive fraudulence” of Christianity, Christian 
pity as anti-natural, and Christian concepts of good and evil are fraudulent and 
meaningless.

Decadence: An animal, a species, an individual is depraved when it 
loses its instincts, when it chooses, when it prefers what is harmful to it. 
Nietzsche considers life itself to be instinct for growth, for continuance, for 
accumulation of forces, for power. For Nietzsche, where the will to power is 
lacking, there is decline, that is, decadence (Nietzsche, 1895).

The “self-deceptive fraudulence” of Christianity: At the core of human 
decadence and the demise of the individual’s will to power are Christian values, 
morality, and doctrines. For Nietzsche, belief in Christianity is contradictory of 
life because it has taken the side of everything weak, base, and ill-constituted. 
Nietzsche argues that Christianity fears any person who wills themselves to the 
fullest extent of self-actuality. To control this, he asserts, Christianity has willed 
“the domestic animal, the herd animal, the sick animal man—the Christian” 
(Nietzsche, 1885; Nietzsche, 1895; Nietzsche, 1889).

Christian pity as anti-natural: Nietzsche argues that pity thwarts the law 
of evolution, which is the law of selection. The Nietzschean view is that pity 
preserves what is ripe for destruction and defends life’s disinherited and 
condemned. Nietzsche argues that as multiplier of misery and as conservator of 
everything miserable, pity is one of the chief instruments for the advancement of 
decadence (Nietzsche, 1895).
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Christian concepts of good and evil are fraudulent and meaningless: 
Nietzsche asserts that what is good is all that heightens the feeling of power, the 
will to power, power itself in man. Thus, for Nietzsche, all that proceeds from 
weakness is bad. Happiness, he says, is the feeling that power increases, that a 
resistance is overcome (Nietzsche, 1885; Nietzsche, 1886; Nietzsche, 1895).

Ultimately, it is intended that this paper illuminates Wim Wenders’ 
observation that the mission of the cinema is to create a self and discover an 
identity (Kolker and Beiken, 1993, p. 1). It is hoped that this Nietzschean 
analysis will provide the reader with a sharper sense of Ferrara’s artistic vision 
and personal world view, as well as offer insight into Ferrara’s place within the 
ranks of contemporary American independent filmmakers.

Driller Killer
In 1979, Ferrara, a New York University film school graduate, released 

his first movie, Driller Killer. Written by fellow NYU graduate Nicholas St. 
John, Driller Killer told the story of a frustrated artist who goes insane and starts 
slaughtering people with a carpenter’s drill. Although it fits within the 
slasher/gore film genre, Ferrara’s picture contained early signs of his penchant 
for expanding cinematic narrative by infusing it with philosophical discourse, 
primarily in dialogue and imagery that are influenced by a Nietzschean 
perspective.

The most telling example of this is found in the choice of having the 
denizens of New York City’s skid rows—the homeless, alcoholics, drug addicts, 
the weak and diseased—become the hapless victims of the murderous artist’s 
rage. Roaming the city’s alleys, sidewalks, and streets at night, the artist uses the 
drill as a means of ridding New York of the “worthless” in society; that is, the 
drill becomes the instrument for accelerating the demise of these “weak” and 
“unproductive” individuals, which, for the artist, is already a foregone 
conclusion (Driller Killer, 1979).

Here, Driller Killer's philosophical nexus rests in Nietzsche’s 
declaration of Christian pity as anti-natural because it keeps alive what is 
naturally headed for destruction. Nietzsche holds that pity does not alleviate 
misery, but instead increases it by allowing the decayed to continue to fester 
(Nietzsche, 1895). From this Nietzschean point of view, the law of natural 
selection would be undermined by the artist’s attempts to redeem the lives of the 
city’s derelicts; instead, in an extreme interpretation of what Nietzsche had in 
mind, the artist eliminates life’s “losers” in a twisted enunciation of the survival 
of the fittest.

The complexity of Ferrara’s Driller Killer is illustrated by the artist’s 
own psychological fear that his failures as an artist and human being are heading 
him toward a dead-end future similar to the lives of the street people he has 
targeted for death. By finding an unnerving connection between himself and the 
derelicts, the artist is symbolically acting out his own destruction in the bloody 
mayhem he perpetrates (Driller Killer, 1979).
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Ms. 45
In 1981, Ferrara released a frenetic psychodrama titled Ms. 45, which 

starred Zoe Tamerlis as Thana, a mute garment worker in New York City who is 
raped twice in the same afternoon. She manages to kill her second attacker with 
an iron. She then dismembers the body in the bathtub, bags and refrigerates the 
segmented appendages in order to conveniently dispose of the parts, one by one, 
throughout the city. Armed with the dead man’s gun, she kills another potential 
assailant, then engages in an all-out war on the city’s pimps, hustlers, street 
gangs, and misogynists. The film ends on Halloween night in a cacophony of 
stylishly directed violence when Thana attends a costume party hosted by her 
chauvinistic boss. Dressed as a nun, Thana, the “avenging angel,” first shoots 
her boss in an upstairs room and then opens fire from the top of the stairway, 
shooting everyone within range all the way down until she reaches the dance 
floor, randomly shooting while standing in front of a luminous, light-imposed 
spider web until she is finally stabbed by a female friend.

In lesser hands, Ms. 45 would have been a forgettable feminist 
exploitation film; however, with Ferrara at the helm, the movie’s narrative is 
influenced by elements of Nietzschean philosophy, thus elevating the picture to 
a higher, more substantive artistic plain. Even in his early films, Ferrara’s 
concern with narrative experimentation and breaking away from the commercial 
filmmaking was evident.

Commenting on the importance of the auteur to explore innovative 
ways of expanding cinematic narrative, Michelangelo Antonioni said: “. . .  I 
don’t believe that the old laws of drama have validity any more. Today, stories 
are what they are, with neither a beginning nor an end necessarily, without key 
scenes, without a dramatic arc, without catharsis. They can be made up of 
tatters, of fragments, as unbalanced as the lives we lead” (Antonioni, 1971, p. 5).

A recurring Nietzschean theme emerging from Ms. 45 focuses on the 
concept of the “self-deceptive fraudulence” of Christianity. From this 
perspective, it would represent a fundamental act of weakness on Thana’s part to 
forgive her assailants and those who taunt and malign her. Forgiving one’s 
enemies and transgressors is a major tenet of Christianity; but for Nietzsche, 
such acts weaken man’s potential for achieving the highest level of self-actuality 
(Nietzsche, 1885; Nietzsche, 1889; Nietzsche, 1895). For Thana, the degradation 
she incurred was so severe that no measure of self-actualization (that is, 
reasserting herself into a position of power and seizing the ability to chart her 
own destiny) could be gained through the meek supplication of Christian 
forgiveness.

Ms. 45 also is informed by Nietzsche’s concept of decadence. 
Nietzsche held that there is a basic human instinct for growth and the 
accumulation of power, and when the individual’s will to power is stunted, 
decline ensues (Nietzsche, 1895). A lifetime spent in the isolated world of being 
mute and the dehumanization of being savagely raped placed Thana at a
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crossroads: either spend her life as a powerless victim or seize back power by 
turning the hunters into the hunted.

King of New York and Bad Lieutenant
Two of Ferrara’s crime films, King o f New York (1990) and Bad 

Lieutenant (1992), are also infused with Nietzschean themes and imagery. In 
King o f New York, Christopher Walken plays a gangster who is released from 
prison and immediately wants to take over the drug trade in New York City. In a 
futile attempt at redemption, the gangster uses the “dirty” money to build a 
hospital in East Harlem, gives hotel rooms to the homeless, and feeds the poor. 
These acts of charity are juxtaposed with the gangster’s merciless violence used 
to regain control of his criminal empire.

King o f New York's Nietzschean interpretation hinges on the 
philosopher’s idea that Christian concepts of good and evil are fraudulent and 
meaningless. For Nietzsche, all that results from weakness is bad; only the 
fullest extent of happiness can be found in the feeling that power increases. 
According to Nietzsche, Christian notions of good and evil are anti-natural 
because they suppress man’s true condition, which is predicated on heightening 
the feeling of power and achieving the will to power (Nietzsche, 1885; 
Nietzsche, 1886; Nietzsche, 1895). In Ferrara’s film, the gangster rejects the 
Christian view of good and evil, and instead embarks on a path designed to 
simultaneously heal the wounds of his troubled psyche (via the hospital project 
and helping the poor) and seize control of what was once his—the drug trade 
taken over by other forces while he was in prison. This is a character who 
embraces the Nietzschean perspective in that both attempts on the gangster’s 
part are natural because they involve the heightening of power; in this case, both 
internal and external power. Applying Nietzsche’s philosophy to King o f New 
York, Christian concepts of good and evil would have compelled the gangster to 
seek redemption in ways that weaken the will to power—that is, through seeking 
mercy from a higher spiritual source rather than employing a course of action 
that is “of the world” and locates the “power itself in man.”

Meanwhile, Ferrara’s Bad Lieutenant stars Harvey Keitel as a corrupt 
cop who deals drugs, uses heroin, drinks heavily, humiliates women, and 
increasingly sinks into a world of filth and degradation. As the lieutenant’s 
behavior careens out of control, he eventually realizes that his badge won’t 
protect him anymore. In the midst of losing what’s left of his integrity, the 
lieutenant investigates the blasphemous and brutal rape of a nun inside a 
Catholic church by two hoods. Although the nun knows who they are, he is 
outraged that she won’t reveal their identities. When the policeman accidentally 
encounters the two rapists, he lets them go instead of killing them. This 
represents an act of redemption for the lieutenant, inspired by the mercy 
illustrated by the nun’s silence. However, it proves too late for redemption when 
the lieutenant is shot to death by his enemies (Bad Lieutenant, 1992).
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The Nietzschean interpretation emerging from Bad Lieutenant is found 
in the concept of Christian pity as anti-natural. The act of the policeman letting 
the rapists go ran counter to his civic duty to arrest the perpetrators, and it also 
ran counter to his instinct to kill the hoods because in their vileness he saw a 
reflection of himself—his misdeeds, his crimes, his failures. According to 
Nietzsche, pity is a chief cause of decadence, in which man’s instincts are 
thwarted to the point where individuals prefer what is harmful to them—that is, 
when weakness is chosen over power. Although the lieutenant’s life was in a 
self-destructive mode, a Nietzschean perspective would assert that if he had 
killed the thugs, it would have at least been part of his natural state, and in that 
way, representative of lesser human decline. By the film’s end, the lieutenant’s 
instincts have been blunted to the degree that he lets his guard down and is shot 
to death in his car.

The Addiction
Having experimented with the narrative possibilities of the slasher, 

revenge, and crime film genres, in 1995 in The Addiction, Ferrara turned his 
philosophical lens toward the vampire film. In The Addiction, Lili Taylor plays a 
New York University graduate student who is bitten by a vampire queen 
(Annabella Sciorra) and then slowly and agonizingly descends into the hellish, 
blood-lusting netherworld of vampirism. In typical Ferrara fashion, the director 
transforms a tired genre into an intellectual exploration into the nature of evil. 
The Addiction resonates with the haunting sense that the reason there is so much 
evil in the world is because people are inherently evil.

Within a Nietzschean framework, The Addiction is an angry indictment 
of such fundamental Christian principles as pity, mercy, and sacrifice. The 
vampires in Ferrara’s film contend that evil rather than good, dark rather than 
light, represents the true condition of man. Christianity is challenged as 
contradictory of life because it champions that which is weak and that which 
domesticates human beings like animals. From this position, that which alters 
the natural state of man is ill-constituted because it reduces individuals to little 
more than “herd animals” conditioned by the promise of a nebulous afterlife.

The film’s vampires and the Christians they discount all seek 
immortality, but in starkly contrasting ways. The vampires seek an immortality 
analogous to the type sought by secular postmodern society. This is informed by 
French theorist Jean Baudrillard’s observation:

What is being set in place here is . . .  the immortality of the 
species in real time. We long ago stopped believing in the 
immortality of the soul, a deferred immortality. We no longer 
believe in that immortality which assumed a transcending of 
the end, an intense investment in the finalities of the beyond 
and a symbolic elaboration of death. What we want is the 
immediate realization of immortality by all possible means. At 
this millennium end, we have all, in fact, become millenarian:
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we desire the immediate attainment of existence without end, 
just as the medieval millenarians wanted paradise in real 
time—God’s Kingdom on earth (1994, pp. 89-90).

Ultimately, the film stands as a stinging critique of established Christian tenets 
and Christian notions of good and evil. Ferrara pushes the envelope of cinematic 
narrative by infusing the treatise with Nietzschean themes and imagery.

Conclusion
Since the late seventies, Abel Ferrara has transformed the slasher, 

revenge, vampire, and crime film genres into philosophical explorations into the 
nature of evil, the moral concerns of guilt, and the search for redemption. These 
philosophical excursions have been framed by Nietzsche’s ideas of decadence, 
the “self-deceptive fraudulence” of Christianity, Christian pity as anti-natural, 
and Christian concepts of good and evil being fraudulent and meaningless. This 
Nietzschean framework is most compellingly utilized by Ferrara in his films 
Driller Killer, Ms. 45, King o f New York, Bad Lieutenant, and The Addiction. By 
melding the dark, intense, uncompromising vision of Ferrara with the concepts 
of such a controversial and intellectually challenging philosopher as Nietzsche, 
the horizons of cinematic narrative have been dramatically expanded.

Although his films are highly violent in content, Ferrara’s application 
of Nietzschean themes, imagery, and metaphors removes them from the 
exploitation category and places them within the ranks of the poetic, disturbing, 
experimental works of Jean-Luc Godard, Michelangelo Antonioni, and Roman 
Polanski. Stylistically, Ferrara is most influenced by Polanski; still, he is linked 
to all three through his risk-taking, at times brave approach to narrative 
experimentation. As evidenced by the five films examined in this paper, 
Ferrara’s results prove to be intellectually invigorating, emotionally jarring, 
visually haunting, and spiritually unsettling. Accordingly, Ferrara’s works are 
ripe for scholarly film analysis and popular culture interpretation.

Arizona State University Dennis Russell
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Goethe Lite:
The Fictionalization of German Literati

In the opening and only scene of his very short story “Schwere Stunde” 
[Time of Difficulty], Thomas Mann’s Schiller snuffles through his nose with 
difficulty in order to get a little air, for he has a cold “wie gewohnlich” 
(Erzahlungen 182) [as usual].1 In Lotte in Weimar (1939) Mann’s Goethe, who 
makes his first appearance in the final fourth of the novel, although apparently 
no longer fat, has a rheumatic arm (261) and distinguishes himself by the 
amount of wine he drinks (280). The “Lapsus—oder was es war—” [slip of the 
tongue, or whatever it was] when Goethe exclaims “Ach, ich mufl Sie was 
erklaren!” (280, my emphasis) [Oh, I have to explain you something], using the 
accusative case when he should have used the dative, is attributable to the 
prodigious quantity of alcohol he has drunk.

Portraying Schiller with a chronic cold and Goethe bungling the dative 
adds at the least a human dimension to German literary genius if it does not 
completely deromanticize it, and certainly elicits a chuckle. The Blue Flower, 
Penelope Fitzgerald’s 1995 novel about the pre-Novalis Friedrich von 
Hardenberg (or Fritz), opens with the annual wash day at the family estate. 
Arriving to visit his friend Hardenberg, Jacob Dietmahler is impressed by the 
amount of laundry, noting that his own mother “supervised the washing three 
times a year, therefore the household had linen and white underwear for four 
months only . . .  here, at the Hardenberg house in Kloster Gasse, he could tell 
from the great dingy snowfalls of sheets, pillowcases, bolster cases, vests, 
bodices, drawers, from the upper windows into the courtyard,. . .  that they 
washed only once a year” (1). The humor obviously lies in the contrast between 
Dietmahler’s admiration and the modem reader’s shudder at the idea of 
laundering but once a year.

This intimate bit of knowledge about the Hardenberg household 
effectively delivers the author of the sublime Hymnen an die Nacht [Hymns to 
the Night] and the mysterious and spiritual Heinrich von Ofierdingen into a 
more human dimension. Equally effective at personalizing the famous author is 
the description of the family breakfast. The reader learns that the family 
breakfasts in nightclothes, sucking in the coffee “through pieces broken off from 
the white rolls” and that “anyone who had finished turned his or her cup upside 
down on the saucer, calling out decisively, ‘Satt!’” (25). This glimpse of the 
family’s breakfast habits gives the reader a vivid image of eighteenth-century 
country life.

In Hanns-Josef Ortheil’s recent novel Faustinas Kiisse (1998) 
[Faustina's Kisses] Goethe’s antics upon arriving in Rome are so amusing that 
they cause Beri, a young, Italian ne’er-do-well, to spill his macaroni. Goethe 
raises his traveling hat, waves it up and down in the air, all the while turning in
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circles “als wollte er sich die ganze Stadt Rom als Liebhaber und Freund 
prasentieren” (7) [as if he wanted to present himself to the entire city of Rome as 
a lover and friend]. As in Fitzgerald’s novel, the scene is vividly presented, 
immediately providing the reader with a private glimpse of the famous man.

In Caroline unterm Freiheitsbaum (1988) [Caroline under the Freedom 
Tree], Brigitte Struzyk also fictionalizes the lives of famous German literary 
figures. She gives the eponymous heroine’s perspective on several German 
romantics, with whom she comes into contact or is intimately liaised. In this 
scene Struzyk reflects the excitement surrounding the publication of the first 
Athenaum, the programmatic journal of the early Romantics.

Wilhelm caresses the little volume. She watches him happily.
Like this she actually loves him . . .  Friedrich shifts around on 
his chair in constantly growing excitement. Then he grabs that 
little volume from his brother’s hand. . .  Novalis is standing 
there at the bookshelf with Schelling. They are looking for 
something specific—and can’t find i t . . .  Tieck rips open the 
door, swinging an “Athenaum.” Eureka, friends, it has come 
out on the day of the lord!2

The scene is one of casual camaraderie, and Struzyk’s prose reflects the energy, 
youth, and friendship of this group of Germany’s young Romantics.

This fictionalization of historical figures using contemporary 
documents, varyingly referred to as faction, fact-based fiction, documentary 
fiction, literary journalism, creative non-fiction, and fictional biography is very 
popular of late. It is not a new phenomenon—historical dramas of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and nineteenth-century novellas such as 
Morike’s Mozart auf der Reise nach Prag [Mozart's Journey to Prague], 
Buchner’s Lenz, Thomas Mann’s fictionalization of Goethe’s 1816 meeting with 
Charlotte Kestner, nee Buff in Lotte in Weimar, and the already cited short story 
about Schiller, to name just a few German examples, all bear similar traits. 
However, lately this “broad but identifiable genre that works by attempting to 
hold the two [fiction and non-fiction] in some kind of a balance” (Johnstone 76) 
is proliferating, supplying book clubs with ample selections.

There are many more recent books exploring the lives of great German 
literati. Among these are several by Sigrid Damm such as her 1989 Vogel, die 
verkunden Land [Birds that Herald Land] about the life of Jakob Micheal 
Reinhold Lenz; and Das Leben des Friedrich Schiller. Eine Wanderung [The 
Life o f Friedrich Schiller. A Journey]. Then there is Jens Sparschuh’s closer 
look at Goethe through his emmanuensis, Der grofie Coup: Aus den geheimen 
Tage- und Nachtbiichem des Johann Peter Eckermann (1987) [The Big Coup: 
From the Secret Day- and Nightbooks o f Johann Peter Eckermann]. There is 
also Renate Feyl’s three novels, Idylle mit Professor [Idyll with Professor], a 
1986 novel about “die Gottschedin,” [Gottsched’s wife]; Die Profanen Stunden 
des Glucks [The Profane Hours o f Happiness], a 1996 novel about Sophie de La
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Roche; and her 1999 Das sanfte Joch der Vortrefflichkeit [The Gentle Yoke o f  
Excellence] about Schiller’s sister-in-law, Karoline von Wolzogen. There are 
several additional texts that deal with Goethe at various stages in his life and 
career. In addition to Sparschuh’s novel, there are Martin Walser’s In Goethes 
Hand (1984); Sigrid Damm’s “Recherche” Christianne und Goethe (2001)— 
classified as biography, although it reads like fiction; and Otto Bohmer’s 1999 
novel Der junge Herr Goethe [The Young Mr. Goethe].

Nor is this type of novel limited to German literary figures. In addition 
to the above, a half hour’s worth of following links on Amazon.com turns up a 
respectable number of recent and similar books fictionalizing the lives of other 
famous artists, scientists, musicians, and writers. Among these are two books 
about the renaissance painter Artemesia Gentileschi (1593-1653)—Susan 
Vreeland’s novel The Passion o f Artemesia published in 2002, and Alexandra 
Lapierre’s Artemesia: A Novel, of 2000, which was apparently billed as a 
biography in Great Britain. Ortheil has also written a book about Mozart and 
Casanova in Prague, Die Nacht des Don Juan (2000) [The Night o f Don Juan]. 
Tracy Chevalier’s 1999 Girl with a Pearl Earring describes the household of 
Vermeer. Then there are Dava Sobel’s Galileo’s Daughter (1999), about 
Galileo’s illegitimate daughter based on recently uncovered correspondence; and 
Harriet Scott Chessman’s 2001 Lydia Cassat Reading the Morning Paper, a 
fictional account of the American painter Mary Cassat’s older sister, who was 
the subject of several paintings. The above-listed works are meticulously 
researched, interweaving primary documents with fictional dialogue in 
accurately defined settings. All portray the human, every-day side of genius, 
emphasizing the quirkiness of the person in question, rather than the oeuvre, and 
concentrating on detail, rather than plot.

In the following study, I shall focus on faction dealing with German 
luminaries of the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. It is not my 
intention to clarify the reasons for the respective authors’ choice of genre, but 
rather to understand better the genre’s place in today’s culture. By examining 
the types of sources used by the respective authors and the way the information 
is fictionalized, I hope to shed light on the popularity of this sometimes 
maligned genre.

Fitzgerald, Ortheil, Struzyk, and for that matter, Thomas Mann, use 
autobiographical source materials and other historical documents and facts to 
describe the lives and times of the literary giants they are fictionalizing. 
Fitzgerald, for example, draws not only from Novalis’s works, but also from his 
correspondence, diaries, and even lecture notes, gleaning bits of information and 
turns of phrase from the collected works, which were originally edited by Paul 
Kluckhohn and Richard Samuel between 1960 and 1988.

Ortheil also uses contemporary materials. Goethe’s own Italienische 
Reise [The Italian Journey] is rather obviously his main source, although he also 
weaves in excerpts from Goethe’s letters and Moritz’s diaries, “aus denen er die 
krudesten Stellen original ubemommen habe,. . . ” (Schiilke 30) [from which he
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has borrowed the crudest passages,.. .] ,  and reports from various of Goethe’s 
friends. His description of Goethe’s love affair with the waitress Faustina is 
according to Ortheil largely inspired by the “Romische Elegien” (Schulke 30) 
[Roman Elegies].

Struzyk prefaces her novel with the phrase “Es ist alles frei 
gefiinden,/Quellen flieflen am angegebenen Ort . . . ” (8) [everything is freely 
invented,/sources flow at the indicated place . . .].  In her bibliography however, 
she credits secondary research and autobiographical source materials such as 
letters. Appended to her novel is a nineteenth-century entry for “Schelling: 
Dorothea Caroline Albertine” taken, complete with old-fashioned typescript, 
from Franz Wunder:

“Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie, EinundreiBigster Band, auf 
Veranlassung Seiner Majestat des Konigs von Bayern bei der 
Koniglichen Akademie der Wissenschaften,” Dunder und 
Humblot, Leipzig 1890. [General German Biography, thirty- 
first Volume, at the instigation of his Majesty the King of 
Bavaria by the Royal Academy of the Sciences.]

Both Fitzgerald and Ortheil choose a relatively short period of time for 
their narratives offering the illusion of a much more detailed and personal 
account. Struzyk’s short novel spans a lifetime, but the information is presented 
selectively, in short, intimate vignettes. In The Blue Flower, Fitzgerald 
concentrates on the brief span encompassing Novalis’s first meeting with Sophie 
von Kuhn in November 1794 when she was twelve and a half and her death 
three and a half years later in March 1797 at the age of fifteen years and two 
days. Although both Sophie von Kuhn and Novalis (somewhat later) die of 
tuberculosis, neither Fitzgerald’s Fritz von Hardenberg nor her Sophie give the 
impression of physical weakness. Fritz may be tall and possess an “awkward 
leanness” (5), but he must be fit, for he regularly walks distances as great as 
thirty-two miles (39). Sophie is described as “potato-fed,” (123-4) and as having 
a double chin (90). Fitzgerald makes short shrift of the stereotype of the pale and 
languishing victim of tuberculosis, offering an alternative characterization of the 
disease. Her TB strikes otherwise robust and healthy individuals. Sophie’s 
symptoms of tuberculosis, specifically a tumor on her hip and a cough which 
“came with an immense draught of breath” (139), start in the fall 1795 and are 
not romanticized. Not for Fitzgerald the gradually waning sufferer who quietly 
fades away. Sophie’s tuberculosis is brutal, bloody, and loud. Once in July, and 
twice in August 1796 Sophie undergoes gruesome, unanaesthetized operations 
to drain the pus from her abscessed hip. At least the first of these operations is 
described in some detail, as having been carried out at the lodging where Sophie 
has been staying and in the presence of a number of interested medical students.

When Fritz first meets Sophie on a business trip undertaken with 
Kreisamptmann Coelestin Just of Tennstedt, he falls in love in a quarter of an 
hour and promptly proposes. Erasmus, Fritz’s closest brother, is horrified at
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first, exclaiming in a letter: “Fritz, she is not beautiful, she is not even pretty. I 
say again this Sophie is empty-headed, moreover at twelve years old she has a 
double chin—” (90). In addition to being rather ordinary-looking, Sophie can 
barely write. At one point, early in their relationship, Sophie writes in a letter 
that she “must write no more” (99). When Fritz inquires as to how he should 
interpret this remark, Sophie’s stepfather, Hausherr Rockenthien, replies, “she 
must write no more because she scarcely knows how to” (99). Sophie’s older 
sister, Frau Leutnant Mandelsloh agrees somewhat tongue-in-cheek that 
“Sophgen does not use ink every day” (100). When Fritz reads aloud to Sophie 
from his manuscript Heinrich von Ofterdingen, (source of the romantic motif of 
the “blue flower”), Sophie wants to know how Heinrich can “care about a 
flower?. . .  He is not a woman, and he is not a gardener” (112). Fitzgerald’s 
Fritz sees past Sophie’s completely down-to-earth approach to life. For him she 
is a contradiction, who “cares more about other people and their feelings than 
about her own. But [who] is cold through and through” (113). Despite her 
common appearance, extreme literal mindedness, and disinterest in reading and 
writing, both Fritz and later on the same brother Erasmus who earlier decried the 
relationship, fall in love with Sophie. Fitzgerald illustrates the apparent 
contradiction and portrays the depth of Novalis’s feelings for Sophie, thus 
making plausible his memorable third hymn, published after Sophie’s death:

“Einst da ich bittre Thranen vergoB, da in Schmerz aufgelost 
meine Hoffiiung zerran, und ich einsam stand am diirren 
Hiigel,. . . ” [Once, while I shed bitter tears, while my hope ran 
out dissolved into pain, and I stood alone on the barren 
grave, . . .”] (135).

Faustinas Kusse uses a fictional protagonist, Beri, to describe Goethe’s 
first and second visits to Rome, fall and winter 1786-87 and then again that 
summer. In this respect, the novel differs from Fitzgerald’s The Blue Flower, 
which relies entirely on historical figures. Beri is amused by Goethe’s antics and 
convinces papal authorities to pay him to spy on Goethe. We learn through Beri 
of Goethe’s doings in Rome, as in the scene where Beri follows Goethe and 
Tischbein to the Vatican. Goethe himself describes his disappointment in the 
mundane actions of the pope in his Italienische Reise: 3 November 1786. When 
he observes the pope moving to and fro before the altar acting like a common 
“parson,. . .  the protestant original sin stirred and the familiar and mundane 
sacrifice of the mass didn’t please me at a l l . . .  I nudged my companion so that 
we could be free of the vaulted and painted halls.”3 Ortheil’s account of the visit, 
via Beri, is quite different. According to Beri, Goethe and Tischbein behave like 
little boys, unable to stifle their “Schwatzen und Wispem” (40). Beri, Catholic 
in contrast to Goethe’s Protestantism, is shocked by Goethe’s behavior. 
Goethe’s gentle nudge to his friend Tischbein in the direction of the door 
becomes “chattering and whispering,” and finally laughing out loud. Later, still 
seeking Goethe’s secret, Beri gains access to Goethe’s rooms. Seeing some
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buckets of earth next to the bed he suspects that something might be hidden in 
them. To his disgust, all he finds are date pits. He wonders why Goethe needs to 
raise date trees next to his bed when dates can be bought anywhere (116). Thus 
are Goethe’s scientific efforts judged by Beri. The reader further learns that 
Goethe is not working on any new piece of writing (he is still writing Iphegenia) 
and that he spends his days drawing badly. Ortheil is eager to supply these 
details through Beri’s naive observations. For readers familiar with Goethe’s 
Italienische Reise, the humor is subtle but evident, lying partly in the contrast 
between Beri’s literal observations and simplistic explanations of Goethe’s 
actions and Goethe’s own account. For those who have not read much Goethe, 
the humor depends more on Ortheil’s characterization of Beri and the process of 
his change.

Beri’s innocent observations evolve as he too is drawn under Goethe’s 
spell. Upon reading Werther he projects Werther’s situation onto Goethe. 
Goethe, he decides, must be in Rome to recover from his youthful love for a 
married woman. (Goethe is at this point close to forty). Determined to help his 
new friend, Beri arranges for his childhood friend, Rosina, to seduce Goethe. 
Her best efforts are to no avail, and Beri is mightily puzzled as to how someone 
in the prime of life can so consistently resist all temptation. Goethe eventually 
confides to Beri his fear of entanglement and venereal disease, “the Roman girls 
have their own way. You know, of whomever wants to have them, they ask 
immediately, when is the wedding? And the others, the ones that are haveable, 
they are a danger for many reasons.”4 The explanation Ortheil’s Goethe gives 
Beri is almost identical to a complaint the real Goethe made to Herzog Carl 
August in a letter from December 1787,5 reflecting Ortheil’s use of source 
materials. It is ironic that Goethe eventually consummates his visit to Rome and 
gains sexual freedom with Faustina, Beri’s girlfriend. Ortheil does not dwell on 
whether this is Goethe’s first experience with intercourse (a la Goethe 
biographer K.R. Eissler)6 or merely an intense sexual experience. Through 
Beri’s description the reader learns that Goethe is a changed man. The happier 
Goethe becomes with his mysterious lover—ironically, Beri is the only one who 
knows her identity—the more despondent Beri. Beri’s efforts to change Goethe 
from an “ungliicklicher Nordmensch” (Kurzke 5) [unhappy northerner] into a 
happy-go-lucky Roman is successful, except that it backfires for Beri. As 
Kurzke observes, “Goethe’s turning towards the world contrasts with Beri’s 
turning inward. At the end Goethe is the free Roman and Beri the stiff 
stranger.”7 As Goethe successfully emerges from Wertherdom, Beri becomes the 
hero of Goethe’s greatest literary success.

Struzyk’s Caroline unterm Freiheitsbaum is a collection of 
chronological scenes representing turning points in the life of Caroline 
Schelling, “geborene Michaelis, verwittwete Bohmer, geschiedene Schlegel” 
(back cover) [nee Michaelis, widowed Bohmer, divorced Schlegel]. At the 
beginning of the novel, Caroline, aged three, hides under her father’s desk and 
listens to a discussion between her father and Benjamin Franklin. One of the
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servants complains, “Oh, how the old guy is always smoking. And what guests 
he is always dragging in. Imagine. The man has come from America. He is 
supposed to be an important man. I can’t believe that at all. He stumbles through 
the mud and squints up at iron rods on the roofs.”8 There follow descriptions of 
encounters with key literary figures of the Enlightenment, the early Romantic 
movement, and of course Goethe. “When Goethe comes, tea is made. The 
windows must shine. For he will definitely report on it if they are dull.”9 Again 
the reader is treated to the quirks and foibles of great minds.

When in 1796 she marries August Wilhelm Schlegel, an important 
philosopher of the early Romantic movement in Germany, Caroline is excited at 
the prospect of a normal bourgeois existence. “Wilhelm shows Caroline the 
way. He has arranged for housing—she will see. A pretty, small house right next 
to Fichte. The countryside practically in their own back yard. A five-minute 
walk to the university. They can afford a cook.”10 Later in the novel, after her 
divorce from Schlegel and marriage to Schelling, another leading philosopher of 
the Romantic movement, the reader is privy to a fit of giggles—“He wants to 
repeat himself so badly, but his laughter prevents him from speaking.”11 The 
famous philosophers August Wilhelm Schlegel and Friedrich Schelling are seen 
in a more domestic light. The one arranging housing for his bride, the other 
laughing so hard with his wife that he cannot speak. Hannes Krauss notes that 
Struzyk has succeeded in awakening well known figures of literary history to 
life “auf ungespreizt-natiirliche, manchmal fast freche Weise” (47) [in an 
unaffected and natural, sometimes even impudent manner].

As Fitzgerald does for Novalis in The Blue Flower and Ortheil’s 
document-inspired fictional narrative does for Goethe, Struzyk effectively 
delivers a group of literary luminaries from the turn of the eighteenth into the 
twentieth—and now even twenty-first—century. Although very different in their 
individual use of contemporary materials, all three authors have brought their 
literary subjects to life using a montage of contemporary documents, well- 
researched local color, and fiction. Fitzgerald’s clever portrayal of the oddities 
(from our perspective) of country life in eighteenth-century Saxony, Ortheil’s 
depiction of Goethe’s sexual awakening in Rome as filtered by Beri, and 
Struzyk’s description of Friedrich Schlegel squirming on his chair are even 
intriguing to readers who have never read works of Novalis, Goethe, or the 
Schlegel brothers.

Although they clearly identify themselves as novels, these literary 
works treat readily identifiable historical individuals. Whereas a traditional 
biography represents factual reality, according to Ina Schabert the fictional 
biography expresses the essential reality (5). “The fictional biography expresses 
what its author feels to be the characteristic, essential qualities of a particular 
individual in a particular historical situation” (6). It is perhaps this focus on the 
individual that appeals to readers. The alterity of the characters’ surroundings 
and the familiarity with their quirks and foibles make for an attractive 
combination. I disagree to some extent with Dorrit Cohn, who comments,
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“biographies that act like novels, far from erasing the borderline between 
biography and fiction, bring the line that separates them more clearly into view” 
(11). The many recent novels falling into the category described by Cohn do 
their part to lull the reader into accepting fiction as fact. Again, it is precisely 
this fictional presentation of fact that is so popular. In the conclusion to her 
study, Ina Schabert reminds the reader: “Both fictional and factional biographies 
are based on the facts of history and of an individual’s life, and both, in the 
sense that they are constructs made up from the facts, are fictions” (13). 
Shabert’s caution seems to legitimize a genre that has been criticized by 
historians, biographers, and literary critics.

In any case, readers of “faction” ignore the warnings, and this sub 
category of the historic novel is very popular in Europe, Great Britain, and the 
United States. Book clubs in Germany now discuss whether or not Ortheil’s 
Goethe is a sympathetic figure, and in the U.S and U.K. they ponder Fitzgerald’s 
use of humor in her portrayal of the Hardenberg family. Although some readers 
will certainly be inspired to read Goethe and the early Romantics, many more 
will not. These German men of letters have entered the twenty-first century 
empty-handed, so to speak, without the baggage of their oeuvre. Perhaps 
knowledge of Goethe will be limited to his idiosyncratic behavior in Rome as 
seen through Beri, whereas Novalis will be remembered fondly as Fritz, who 
sucked his coffee through white bread. Whether these fragmented and intimate 
cameos are appropriate—we are after all dealing with some of Europe’s largest 
literary figures—is disputed among those with the proper credentials, and 
ignored by those looking for an interesting and enjoyable read. In any case, 
Faustinas Kiisse, The Blue Flower, and Caroline unterm Freiheitshaum blend 
fact and fiction and the resulting atmosphere is attractive to readers. Whether 
readers have lost their imaginations as some critics of this type of literature 
argue, or whether its popularity is indicative of some sort of modem trend 
towards voyeurism, it seems to be here to stay.

The Citadel Katya Skow

Notes
1 All translations of primary and secondary literature are my own.
2 For longer quotations I put my English translation in the main body of the article. The 
original German text then appears in the endnote.

Wilhelm [Schlegel] liebkost das Bandchen. Sie sieht ihm frohlich zu.
So liebt sie ihn direkt. . .  Friedrich [Schlegel] rutscht auf dem Stuhl 
in stetig steigender Erregung hin und her. Dann reifit er seinem 
Bruder jenes BSndchen aus der Hand. . .  Novalis steht mit Schelling 
dort am Biicherschrank. Sie suchen was Bestimmtes—und konnen es 
nicht finden. . .  Tieck reifit die Tiir auf, schwenkt ein “Athenaum.”
Heureka, ihr Freunde, es ist erschienen am Tag des Herm! (118-19).

3 “PfafFe . . .  da regte sich die protestantische Erbsiinde, und mir wollte das bekannte und
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gewohnte Mefiopfer hier keineswegs gefallen. . .  ich zupfte meinen Gefahrten, dafi wir 
ins Freie der gewolbten und gemalten Sale kamen.” (170).
4 “die romischen Madchen [haben] ihre eigene Art. Du weifit es, wer sie haben will, den 
fragen sie gleich, wann heiraten wir? Und die anderen, die also zu haben sind, die sind 
aus vielerlei Grunden eine Gefahr” (273-74).
5 Ross refers to Briefwechsel des Herzogs/Grofiherzogs Carl August mit Goethe 1757- 
1806, ed. Hans Wahl (Berlin: E.S. Mettler und Sohn, 1915-18) 150-51.
6 K.R. Eissler, Goethe, a Psychoanalytical Study, 1775-1786, 2 vols. (Detroit: Wayne 
State UP, 1963).
7 “der Bekehrung Goethes zur Welt kontrastiert die Bekehrung Beris zur Innerlichkeit. 
Am Ende ist Goethe der freie Romer und Beri der steife Fremde” (5).
8 “Ach, was der Alte immer qualmt. Und was fur Gaste der jetzt anschleppt. Stell dir vor. 
Der Mann ist aus Amerika gekommen. Er soli ein hoher Herr sein. Ich kann das gar nicht 
glauben. Er stolpert durch den Kot und schielt nach Eisenstangen auf den Dachem” (11).
* “Wenn Goethe kommt, wird Tee gekocht. Die Fenster miissen blitzen. Denn er wird auf 
jeden Fall davon berichten, wenn sie trtib sind” (59).
10 “Wilhelm weist Caroline den Weg. Er hat Quartier gemacht—sie soil mal sehen. Ein 
schones, kleines Haus gleich neben Fichte. Man fallt fast mit der Tut  ins Grime. Zur 
Universitat—ein Weg von ftinf Minuten. Man kann sich eine Kochin leisten” (101).
11 “Er [Schelling] mochte sich so geme wiederholen, doch das Lachen spent den 
Sprachhahn ab” (164).
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Howling at the Moon:
The Origin Story in Werewolf Cinema

During the 1930s and 40s, Universal Studios created the classic “big 
four” film monsters: Dracula, Frankenstein’s creature, the Mummy, and the 
Wolfinan. Of the group, it is the latter that presents what may be the most 
intriguing passage from the printed page to the screen. The literary origins for 
Count Dracula and Doctor Frankenstein’s monster are well established via the 
novels by Bram Stoker and Mary Shelley. Likewise, the Mummy’s genesis can 
be traced to a variety of fictional short stories and novellas as well as real-life 
events, such as the opening of King Tutankhamen’s tomb. On the other hand, 
werewolf literature has received neither the attention nor the widespread 
distribution accorded Stoker’s and Shelley’s fantastic beings. This checkered 
literary history may partially account for the fact that the werewolf is the last of 
the “big four” to have made its way into production for the filmgoing audience.

In The Essential Guide to Werewolf Literature, Brian J. Frost tells us a 
werewolf “is a man or woman who, either voluntarily or involuntarily, is 
supematurally transformed into the shape of a wolf and endowed with all the 
physical characteristics of that animal—a shaggy covering of fur, glowing eyes, 
long canine teeth, and razor-sharp claws” (6). One key in Frost’s definition lies 
in recognizing that the transformation may occur either voluntarily or 
involuntarily, depending upon the narrative tropes constructed by each 
publication’s author.

The mythology that posits that some people may change into animals 
appears as old as humankind itself, originating with the proposition that men and 
women share common ancestry with the wolf. According to Bill Pronzini in the 
introduction to his werewolf anthology, however, “The origin of the werewolf 
superstition is lost in antiquity” (xiv). As time passed, existing myths were 
augmented by new tales suggesting that werewolves were a hybrid resulting 
from the natural evolution that took place as man developed from the animals. 
These origin stories presented differing motifs suggesting the evolution may not 
have been completed, with isolated werewolf colonies developing in out-of-the- 
way settings. Frost feels that the most credible theory lies with “. . .  exaggerated 
accounts of nocturnal attacks on Stone Age settlements by bands of fur-clad 
warriors masquerading as wolves” (4).

As tales of werewolves became more widespread, many narratives 
found their way into fictional accounts via short stories and novels. Of particular 
interest is 1839’s “The Werewolf,” a sidebar to the full-length novel, The 
Phantom Ship, by Frederick Marryat, in which a female werewolf graces the 
printed page for the first time. A love story that finds the lead character falling in 
love with, and marrying, a young woman who turns out to be a shapeshifter, this 
short story “established a pattern for werewolf stories for the remainder of the
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nineteenth century” (Frost 61). By the 1840s, the first full-length novel to focus 
upon a werewolf character was released in serialized form before being 
published as a book in 1857. Wagner, the Wehr-Wolf by George W. M. 
Reynolds, is described by Frost as “a sprawling, Gothic melodrama . . .  based on 
the Faust legend” (63) that is ultimately “interminably long and padded out with 
various subplots and other digressions” (64).

Following the First World War, a large number of werewolf titles 
found their way onto the pages of pulp magazines. With the fantasy-focused 
Weird Tales leading the way as a major publisher of werewolf fiction, these 
stories were snapped up by a large audience that found the pulps more amenable 
to their pocketbooks than traditional hardbound novels.

As happens with many genres, werewolf and fantasy tales rode a roller 
coaster of popularity beginning with World War II until the 1970s. From the 
seventies on, however, the lure of horror fiction and films caused a scramble by 
publishers and producers for material that would feed the public’s seemingly 
insatiable appetite for fantasy material. The 1980s also initiated a trend toward 
increasingly graphic depictions of violence, language, and sexuality that has 
continued through the present in both written fantasy fiction and films.

Experts in fantasy literature generally consider Guy Endore’s The 
Werewolf o f Paris (1933) the most influential werewolf novel ever published. 
Indeed, many view Endore’s work as rivaling Bram Stoker’s Dracnla as the 
seminal work in its field. The Werewolf o f Paris has rarely been out of print, but, 
while Frost touts it as “the only modem werewolf text of any literary quality” 
(145), it has also failed to meet the widespread recognition accorded Stoker’s 
vampire tale. Frost also claims that most extant werewolf stories, regardless of 
length, fall short of the literary quality Endore penned. The printed werewolf 
tale appears to have experienced a checkered history as far as quality goes, with 
a large number of short stories and novels featuring the character falling short 
regarding both their narrative construction and standard of writing.

The shapeshifter also proved an intriguing concept for the silver screen, 
and several films released during cinema’s developing years find the word 
“werewolf’ in their titles. None of these productions resonated with filmgoers, 
however, as the lycanthrope in question was as likely as not to be a narrative red 
herring. Thus, it fell upon Universal Studios to popularize cinematic lycanthropy 
to the degree the company had already succeeded with Dracula, Frankenstein, 
and the Mummy. Universal’s initial offering in the field is not the widely 
acclaimed chiller starring Lon Chaney, Jr., however, but rather the lesser known 
Werewolf o f London released in 1935. Starring Henry Hull as Dr. Wilfred 
Glendon and Warner Oland as Dr. Yogami, Werewolf o f London initiates the use 
of the plot device wherein the focal character becomes a werewolf when bitten 
by an existing one. As will take place continually in future werewolf films, the 
presence of the already existing werewolf is to be taken for granted by the 
audience instead of being established via a back story.
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Released during the 1940s, Universal’s more popular werewolf films 
featuring Lon Chaney, Jr.’s turn as Larry Talbot, also find the focal lupine 
coming into existence as the result of a bite from another lycanthrope. In The 
Wolf Man the extant shapeshifter is the gypsy fortuneteller Bela (Bela Lugosi), 
who passes on his affliction when he bites Talbot, who has the bad grace to 
interrupt the hirsute gypsy’s attack on a woman from the local village. The Wolf 
Man was such a popular monster that Lon Chaney, Jr. returned in four other 
releases. In each, Larry Talbot shakes off his apparent demise in the previous 
film to once again face his nocturnal problems.

Are the Universal films, including Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man, 
House o f Frankenstein, Home o f Dracula, and the horror/comedy Abbott and 
Costello Meet Frankenstein, indicative of the most-utilized narrative device in 
werewolf cinema, or are there other recognizable tropes recurring throughout 
these productions? On the other hand, is the use of an origin story ignored more 
often than it is used in werewolf films, with the existence of such creatures 
merely taken for granted and no explanation provided for their existence? Since 
it would appear that the use of a tale depicting a monster’s origin might help 
establish the rules of the game for the narrative and provide richness to the 
plotline, it behooves us to take a look at how such background information is 
presented in werewolf cinema.

In establishing the foundation for this survey, I have decided to focus 
upon what I consider “serious, mainline” werewolf productions. Thus, the list of 
films for review contains titles released by major studios in the United States, 
Canada, and Great Britain, with a few inclusions from the so-called “Poverty 
Row” studios of the 1930s and ’40s. Additionally, I have decided to delete 
counting sequels for this study, since the focus here is upon original stories. For 
example, since the Universal sequels featuring the Wolf Man all hark back to 
Bela the Gypsy’s attack on Larry Talbot in the 1941 release, they are not 
addressed individually. I have also arbitrarily decided to delete werewolf films 
from countries such as Spain, Mexico, and Italy. As Donald F. Glut notes in 
Classic Movies Monsters, these titles tend to either repeat the plotlines found in 
the Universal series or exhibit convoluted narratives requiring “. . .  little in the 
way of actual dramatics but a maximum of grimacing, snarling, crouching, 
running, leaping and attacking. . . ” (48). Astute horror fans will also note that 
the list does not include any direct-to-video or made-for-cable titles. Films such 
as the Teen Wolf series have also been excluded, as I consider these productions 
to be primarily comedies that fail the “serious” criterion.

With these guidelines in place, we find nineteen films for study. Of the 
group, thirteen spin their story relying on an existing werewolf who usually bites 
the film’s main character and turns him/her into a lycanthrope. In the films 
following this narrative device, the main character’s travails resulting from the 
bite become fodder for the ensuing conflict(s) she/he is forced to face. Such 
titles as Werewolf o f London, The Wolf Man, The Howling, Wolf Ginger Snaps, 
and Cursed all exhibit variations of this plotline. The remaining six films present
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the focal werewolf s origin as a primary narrative focus, with the werewolfery 
generally resulting from either a curse or the machinations of another—usually a 
scientist who has strayed from the straight and narrow.

What leads to a more specific analysis of a production’s utilization of 
the origin story, however, is examining how each film’s focal lycanthrope 
succumbs to being a shapeshifter. As noted above, only six of the films in 
question tell us how that production’s major werewolf became so. The 
remaining thirteen films forego this explanatory material by assuming the 
existence of one or more werewolves who pass on their condition to the film’s 
focal character. The question here thus becomes how one of the film’s major 
character’s lycanthrophobia comes to be, rather than whether or not we are told 
how werewolfery in general originates in the first place.

Although this survey studies nineteen films, we discover only three 
general methods by which the focal character becomes a werewolf. In essence, 
these films tell us that a person may turn into a werewolf when bitten by an 
existing lupine, as the result of a family curse, or because another character 
somehow causes the protagonist to transform into a werewolf.

In ten films spanning the seventy years from 1935 through 2005, the 
featured shapeshifter is bitten—usually during the plot’s expository stage. These 
films follow the classic formula established in the Universal releases discussed 
above. Additionally, these narratives mirror the form alluded to previously in 
which the audience is asked to accept as a narrative precondition the premise 
that werewolves exist. If not, how could the lead player become infected? This 
“classic” plot element is present in films from multiple generations that include 
Werewolf o f London, The Wolf Man, An American Werewolf in London, Wolf 
An American Werewolf in Paris, the Canadian release, Ginger Snaps, and Wes 
Craven’s contribution to the genre, Cursed. The latter two titles are particularly 
significant because, unlike the conventional template for such productions, the 
primary werewolf in each is a female.

The bite is slightly less evident in Joe Dante’s The Howling, until the 
scene midway through the film in which the werewolf colony’s resident 
nymphomaniac has sex in the woods with the heroine’s vegetarian boyfriend. As 
evidence of this film’s unique sense of humor, the boyfriend wakes up in the 
morning with a newly found appetite for meat. Somewhat along the same line as 
infection by the bite are the transformations that take place in Neil Marshall’s 
Dog Soldiers (2002). Here, one focal werewolf (Special Operations Captain 
Ryan) is not merely bitten but clawed to within inches of death when the local 
family of lycanthropes attacks the special operations unit he is commanding 
during the group’s search and seizure assignment in a remote area of Scotland. 
Also suffering this fate is Sergeant Wells (Sean Pertwee), when he leads the men 
of his unit through the forest to escape the wolf pack only to be graphically 
disemboweled by them. What stands out in Marshall’s film is the lack of any 
origin story telling us how the werewolf family came into being. In something of 
a twist, we find the werewolves are immortal when transformed and hunt
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together as a pack during the full moon, focused only on the kill. However, as 
often encountered in other werewolf fictions, silver also plays a part in 
dispatching the family in Dog Soldiers. Private Cooper (Kevin McKidd), the 
surviving unit member, discovers during the film’s climax that penetration by 
the metal removes the werewolves’ immortality. This find permits him to kill 
the remaining wolf with nothing more exotic than a standard bullet.

Stephen Sommers’ Van Helsing (2004), the director’s attempt to create 
a contemporary Universal “monster rally,” once again finds a major character, 
Velkan Valerious (Will Kemp), being bitten by an extant werewolf. In this 
multiple storyline potboiler that elevates scene chewing to new heights, the 
film’s initial wolf man is unleashed upon the countryside by Count Dracula 
(Richard Roxburgh) for the vampire king’s own nefarious purposes. Velkan 
eventually passes his condition onto the film’s title hero (Hugh Jackman), biting 
the monster hunter during one of the director’s typical special effects-dominated 
fight scenes. Doubling as the film’s scriptwriter, Sommers’ contributions to 
werewolf lore include two original conceits. The first lies with the unwieldy 
suggestion that the werewolf is only hirsute when the rays of the full moon are 
unencumbered by clouds or other such atmospheric phenomena. Thus, several 
scenes depict Velkan and Van Helsing painfully alternating between being 
themselves or their werewolf incarnations, depending on whether the full moon 
is obscured at any particular moment. In addition to this revisionist folklore, we 
are also told that it takes a werewolf to defeat Count Dracula, a plot device that 
comes into play during the film’s climax when the newly lycanthropic Van 
Helsing and the Count confront each other.

Another four films {The Curse o f the Werewolf Silver Bullet, The 
Undying Monster, and Cry o f the Werewolf) find a main character the victim of 
a curse that results in the person becoming a werewolf sometime during his or 
her life. Hammer Studio’s The Curse o f the Werewolf (1961) features Oliver 
Reed in his onscreen breakthrough as Leon, whose mother was raped by a 
bestial beggar kept incarcerated for years by the sinister Marquis who rules the 
land. According to the local priest, Leon’s soul is corrupted due to the 
circumstances of his conception, and the young man is cursed to become a 
werewolf as he matures. Familial curses also come into play in 1942’s The 
Undying Monster, which is rightly more of a mystery tale featuring a werewolf 
murderer whose horrific persona is only revealed during the film’s climax. 
Columbia’s Cry o f the Werewolf (1944) finds Nina Foch playing a Gypsy who 
inherits her werewolf curse from her dead mother. This film features two 
deviations from standard werewolf fare of the era, in that Foch’s character 
transforms into a four-legged wolf along with the revelation that the werewolf is 
female. Finally, the werewolf in 1985’s Silver Bullet (adapted from Stephen 
King’s novelette, Cycle o f the Werewolf) finds its lycanthrope in the form of the 
local minister, who is posited by Jane Coslow, the film’s youthful female 
heroine, to be “like this all the time.” While the source of Reverend Lowe’s 
affliction is never fully delineated by the King-authored script that fails to break
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new ground regarding werewolf mythology, the good minister most properly 
appears to fall into the ranks of the cursed.

The remaining five releases find their werewolves attributable to the 
machinations of another character in the story. This form of werewolfery has 
thus far been depicted in a couple of general ways. Columbia’s The Return o f  
the Vampire (1943) finds its title character, Armand Tesla (Bela Lugosi), 
mesmerizing Andreas Obrey (Matt Willis) into his fiendish alter ego whenever 
Tesla needs an assistant to help carry out his revenge-based plans. Following a 
somewhat similar line, the Lycans in 2003’s Underworld were created by that 
film’s vampires to keep an eye on things during the daylight hours when their 
undead masters have to sleep.

A different permutation of this type of background story finds the 
major character injected with a formula developed by a requisite overreaching 
scientist. The serum naturally causes the main character to revert into “a more 
primitive state” that is manifested by their werewolfery. Creation of a werewolf 
by a Shelley an scientist is the fundamental plot device in the 1942 Poverty Row 
production The Mad Monster, along with the 1950s chillers I  Was a Teenage 
Werewolf and The Werewolf Interestingly enough, the first two titles find their 
scientists creating their wolf men with malice aforethought, albeit for different 
reasons. The Mad Monster's Dr. Lorenzo Cameron (George Zucco) hopes to aid 
the Allies’ cause in World War II by creating wolf men who can attack the 
enemy fearlessly without concern for the consequences. Dr. Cameron’s motives 
are not entirely altruistic, however, for he hopes his discovery will initiate a 
return to the faculty post from which he was denied tenure at the local 
university. Whit Bissell’s Dr. Brandon in I  Was a Teenage Werewolf is also 
seeking acclaim from the scientific community for what he perceives as the need 
to return humankind to a more primitive state that will allow us to better tackle 
contemporary problems. The hirsute menace in The Werewolf is created 
unintentionally when scientists attempt to save an accident victim (Steven Rich) 
from succumbing to radiation poisoning. What the benevolent scientists do not 
realize is that the formula for the life-saving serum they inject into the accident 
victim includes wolf blood. As a result, this release’s lycanthrope can change at 
will, without the pull of the full moon. Indeed, his changeovers tend to take 
place whenever he is cornered and his life threatened.

While there has been little alteration in how the werewolf s origin is 
incorporated into various plotlines, one cannot help but notice how the featured 
creature’s depiction evolved during the seventy-odd years werewolf films have 
been with us. The Universal thrillers found head makeup denizen, Jack Pierce, 
relying on copious amounts of yak hair, glue, and lap dissolves to realize his 
conception of the werewolves played by Henry Hull and Lon Chaney, Jr. These 
portrayals also found their respective wolf men maintaining the general physical 
characteristics of the person who transforms during the full moon, a trait that 
would reappear through the release of Hammer’s The Curse o f the Werewolf in 
1961. By 1981, when Rob Bottin and Rick Baker created their respective
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werewolves for The Howling and An American Werewolf in London, advances 
in the use and design of prosthetics and animatronics led to more spectacular 
transformation scenes that could be realized without the editing necessary during 
the previous twenty years. These advancements in special effects technology 
also allowed for a werewolf that is more visually intimidating and taller than its 
human incarnation. Contemporary werewolves in releases such as Van Helsing 
and Cursed find their genesis in the bowels of computer graphics. Computer 
generated imagery gives production crews lupines to work with that are not only 
more physically imposing than their predecessors, but also allow for 
shapeshifters who can bound across the landscape temporarily free of the 
restrictions placed upon their forebears by gravity. At the same time, many 
contemporary productions have placed too much reliance upon the computer 
generated monster while eschewing a satisfactory story. Brian J. Frost’s 
contention that much werewolf literature suffers from a lack of compelling 
writing and storylines may also be applied to contemporary werewolf cinema.

This survey of mainline werewolf titles shows us that these films are 
just as likely to forego the mythology behind the origin of werewolves as not. 
Indeed, these origin stories are often only a minor portion of the overall 
narrative, even though they help define a werewolf film’s generic framework. 
Unlike the majority of Frankenstein and Mummy films that have been produced, 
for example, werewolf cinema often takes its original character’s existence for 
granted without telling the audience where the creature comes from or how it 
came to be. As a result, there is often little correlation between the origin story 
in a werewolf film (if one exists at all), and the development of the story, its 
climax, and denouement. It is also worth noting that where origin stories in other 
horror films often provide some clue as to how the film’s malevolent creature 
will eventually be defeated, similar plot devices are generally ignored when 
creating werewolf tales. Characters in these films are often left hanging by the 
scriptwriter to rely upon generally understood werewolf lore that may or may 
not apply to the present threat.

Thus, how we react to the origin stories werewolf films depict likely 
depends upon the extent to which one feels back stories are necessary for a 
horror film to succeed. For the viewer seeking an innovative presentation 
depicting how werewolves came to be, the script that takes lycanthropes’ 
existence for granted without pursuing these creatures’ fantastic mythology will 
be found deficient. Horror fans whose enchantment with a narrative centers 
upon answering how the tale’s main character responds to becoming a lupine 
may view the back story as little more than an irritant the screenwriter has 
included in order to get the plot on its way. As tends to be the case when 
working with genre material, the pertinent question regarding werewolf titles 
may ultimately revolve around the degree to which the director and screenwriter 
expand upon, and reinterpret, the genre’s established conventions.

Werewolf cinema’s use of the origin story has not expanded beyond 
three primary templates in the seventy plus years such films have been
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produced. In addition, contemporary attempts to reinterpret the werewolf 
mythology have been few and far between, with Stephen Sommers’ assertion 
that werewolves change back and forth from their human incarnation depending 
on the density of a night’s cloud cover one of the newer (and awkward) 
contributions to such lore. Underworld's origin story, positing that vampires 
created werewolves to keep an eye on things during daylight, at least helps 
establish how the Lycans and Vampires have come to despise each other. On the 
whole, however, the majority of werewolf films appear to hew closely to the 
mythological traditions established in the Universal Studios films. Indeed, one 
question that suggests itself asks how far from traditional werewolf mythology 
new productions may venture without alienating the expectations of the genre’s 
audience. For every Ginger Snaps that uses werewolf mythology as symbolic of 
the young Ginger’s coming of age both physically and mentally, there is a 
Cursed that falls prey to a simple lack of narrative focus. On one hand we have a 
Dog Soldiers that resonates with a creative spin on the genre constructs of a 
Howard Hawks western or John Carpenter horror/science fiction film with its 
focus on a group of professionals who must combat overwhelming odds to 
survive. On the other hand, there is an Underworld that gets caught up in its 
special effects usage while failing to fully utilize its antecedents from as far back 
as Romeo and Juliet.

With these concerns in mind, it appears that werewolf cinema stands at 
something of a crossroads. While available technology has occasionally 
improved the onscreen depiction of these creatures, such films’ scripts are often 
found wanting. Expanding the origin story in these titles to more clearly 
establish the “rules of the game” for the narratives, while also mining 
contemporary scientific research to create fresher permutations of the werewolf 
legend, may help encourage a new cycle of these films that will be well-received 
by audiences.

Central Michigan University J. Robert Craig
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Four Milligrams of Phenomenology 
An Anthro-Phenomenological 

Exploration of Smoking Cigarettes

ABSTRACT

The commonplace activities o f eating and sexual interaction (of some 
types) have captured and held the attention o f anthropologists and 
phenomenologists. Each o f these activities has been routinely 
considered in terms o f pleasure and danger.1 Each is (or, in the case 
o f sex, may be) penetrative, and involves the circulation o f matter 
inside the body after that matter has breached what we come to 
identify as the boundaries o f the body. Penetration may be 
considered to be the basis upon which pleasure and danger rest in 
many anthropological and phenomenological explorations o f these 
aspects o f human social life. Another penetrative activity, smoking, 
might also be considered to be both pleasurable and dangerous.2 
This paper explores the ways in which frameworks o f pleasure and 
danger are contained in pro- and anti-smoking discourse, and how 
these discourses relate to, and depart from, the smoking experiences 
of a small number o f cigarette smokers.

Introduction
Attempting to account for the appeal of smoking, Jack Katz has noted 

that smoking routinely makes visible the respiratory process that evidences our 
inextricable intertwinement with the world. This usually invisible process is 
vividly marked out in plumes of smoky evidence. Katz suggests that marking 
the more usually invisible exhalation phase of respiration accounts for some of 
the appeal of smoking, based on the idea that exhaled smoke visibly moves 
beyond what people, living under the conditions of a western ontology in which 
the body is theorized as ‘being separate from’ the world and its contents, might 
experience as the solid sitedness of their own bodies.3 This visible move 
outbound through breath, Katz argues, effectively extends one’s own personal 
reach in the world. This process, of exhaling breath that is more usually hidden 
from our view, is vividly marked out in plumes of visible smoky evidence.4 I 
propose that this concept of extension is often labeled ‘escape’ in cigarette 
advertising.

Labeling the necessarily intertwined relationship of the body in the 
world as either extension or escape makes a nod in the direction of the Western 
ontology that theoreticians such as Moreton-Robinson have made reference to; 
such labeling implies that there once was a time at which body and world were 
not inextricably intertwined, until the body extended out into world from its own
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sited position, or until it somehow escaped from beyond its corporeally imposed 
limits. Recognition of the intertwinement of body and world is implied in 
cigarette advertising discourse when it acknowledges that smoke mobilizes the 
person beyond the gravitational limits assigned the body in Galileo’s work and, 
indeed, in all western ontology of the body.5 However, the conditions 
surrounding this mobilization in the cigarette advertising discourse are such that 
the body remains an inert entity submitting to the laws of gravitation and 
movement, while the smoky products expelled by the body can offer an avenue 
of escape to sites located beyond the bounds of the sited body. The pro-smoking 
discourse pushes message largely through its specific attention to the human 
practice of exhalation of the breath.

If the pro-smoking discourse proposes a dual propensity of the body to 
at once stand still and move out beyond itself, then the anti-smoking discourse 
proposes a strictly bounded and sited body that is thoroughly physically 
impacted by the world, but is not intertwined with it. Katz’s remarks about the 
exhalation phase of smoking stand in stark contrast to the almost exclusive focus 
on the inhalation component of the process that is lent to smoking practice by 
what I will loosely term ‘the anti-smoking lobby’ in Australia. The lobby to 
which I refer is constructed of a number of bodies that are administered by State 
and Commonwealth government departments. As well as offering sponsored 
programs such as the Quitline, which offers information and advice to people 
attempting to quit smoking, ‘the lobby’ runs television advertisements and 
presents Government Health Warnings on cigarette packages. Television 
advertisements and cigarette warning labels are given attention in this paper.

On the one hand, the anti-smoking lobby in Australia, while providing 
a (determinist) explanation of the roots of smoking pleasure,6 focuses the 
greatest part of its attention on the inhalation phase of smoking in order to draw 
a kind of highly reflected upon ‘self-attention’ to the danger of the practice.7 
This presented danger is related to the capacity of smoke to invade the body, via 
inbound breath. On the other hand, smoke, for Katz, achieves a pleasurable 
corporeal escape by visibly marking the outboundedness of breath, to sites 
unknown, perhaps even to the legendary ‘Flavor Country,’ or to the tropical 
islands of the Menthol group.8 Neither pro- nor anti-smoking discourse captures 
the embodied practice of smoking, at least according to the participants in this 
research. Instead, each discourse manages to reify temporal aspects of human 
embodiment: pain and inhalation, in the case of the anti-smoking lobby 
discourse, and pleasure and exhalation, in the case of pro-smoking discourse. 
These temporalities and reifications may have implications particularly for the 
success of the anti-smoking lobby, which is currently attempting to facilitate a 
decline in the numbers of adult smokers in Australia, which, overall, have not 
reflected an actual continual decline since the mid 1990s.

Cigarette companies and anti-smoking lobbyists could hardly be 
expected to do much else besides point out the pleasure that is to be derived 
from smoking in the case of the former group, and the danger that it presents to
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people in the case of the latter. I do not seek to criticize these groups in terms of 
the validity of the ideas they present about pleasure or danger.9 Rather, I 
examine the discourse that revolves around exhalation and pleasure, in the case 
of pro-smoking advertisements, and inhalation and pain, in the case of the anti 
smoking lobby, and compare these with the ways in which a small group of 
smokers understood their own entailments in the world as they engaged in 
smoking practice. To explore these experiences of smoking I use a framework of 
intercorporeality that is able to slip across the sharp distinctions made in pro- 
and anti-smoking discourse of outbound breathing, of internal and external 
regions, of pleasure and danger. Attention to intercorporeality and 
multisensuality are critical to understanding the complex modes of human 
sociality entailed in smoking, and the variety of sensual ways of encountering 
and experiencing smoke and smoking. As is the case in all methods of 
communication, smoking, for the participants involved in this research, 
constituted a social practice requiring intercorporeal and multisensual means to 
function.

Participants in the research
I do not attempt to explore a wide range of smoking practices herein; 

rather, I focus on the ways in which a small number of participants experienced 
smoking as part of their everyday lives. All of the participants described 
themselves as smoking between one-half and one pack per day. All had been 
regular smokers for at least one year, and all considered themselves to be in 
good health. These smokers did not feel that smoking or not smoking would 
result in terrible pain, nor did they feel that smoking or not smoking would 
result in euphoric experiences of pleasure.

‘Every cigarette is doing you damage’10: an invitation to the present body
State-sponsored anti-smoking television campaigns draw specific 

attention to aspects of the smoking body, aspects that are inaccessible to the 
smoker in the course of unreflected-upon smoking. These advertisements issue a 
kind of invitation to what Langer has called ‘the present body.’11 Present bodies 
invite reflection and allow a person to discover their own activity ‘in shaping the 
world as it is discovered through our perception.’12 Specific present attention is 
drawn to the smoking body in anti-smoking television advertising, in which 
aspects of that body are brought into self-reflection via avenues of pain and 
danger. The catch-cry ‘every cigarette is doing you damage,’ which occurs as a 
voice-over in television advertising campaigns, provides instant orientation to 
the themes of pain and danger, an orientation that is followed by an on-camera 
exploration of the insides of the body, where the evidence of pain and danger is 
to be found. In inviting reflexive attention to the body, the anti-smoking 
advertisements reify and decontextualise a number of moments and aspects of 
human embodiment, each of which I will discuss in turn.
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The TV advertisements, of which there are several different versions, 
run for around 30 seconds and are aired during primetime on commercial 
television stations. Common to many is a focus on the inhalation phase of 
smoking, which is treated as a distinctive phase, and is separated out from 
exhalation. In the ads, the smoker draws smoke from the cigarette into the 
mouth, then into the lungs (a process which, as viewers, we may follow on the 
screen down into the smoker’s lungs, a process which the smoker and the 
viewers of the smoker are usually entirely unable to view). Aspects of the 
internal body—the lungs, for example—are shown to be subject to damage in 
the ads; the lungs are shown filled up with smoke, and a voice-over describes 
the damage to which they are subject. The ads typically begin with the lighting 
up of the cigarette, the (hawing in of a single drag from it, and typically end at 
the point of exhalation of that single drag. Inhalation is here presented as a 
complete component of what, in habitual experience, is a cyclic and necessarily 
ongoing respiratory entailment in the world. First, self-conscious attention is 
drawn to that which we must routinely ignore if breathing is to continue in a 
habitual, disattended manner. The anti-smoking ads offer up for our examination 
a specific segment (inhalation) of a habitual action (breathing in and out) that is 
necessarily cyclic. It is only when we pay specific reflexive attention to the 
cycle of breath that we can experience breathing as a series of distinctive 
inhalation and exhalation phases.13 Respiration is more habitually (and 
necessarily) experienced as an ongoing intertwinement with the world, and, as 
Katz notes, ‘we do not usually seek to find points in it that undermine its 
ongoing circularity.’14 Finding points in its ongoing circularity and dwelling 
upon them reifies a moment of a human just being in the world and is key to the 
anti-smoking discourse which seeks to draw attention to the body as a bounded 
physicality that is corporeally cut off from a variety of entailments in the world, 
including those of breathing. This disentailment has been even more specifically 
drawn out by the lobby in an advertisement in which the smoking person is 
presented inside a jail constructed entirely of bars of smoke. Smoke here does a 
very unsmoke-like thing: it stays in a sited place, as does inhaled smoke for the 
duration of the anti-smoking advertisement. Smoke and breath are loath to be 
located; they move and, as they do, they entail and occasion a variety of 
corporeal intertwinements in the world.

Smoking people are also shown to be cut off from a variety of social- 
communicative intercorporeal entailments in the world in anti-smoking 
advertisements. After an ad focusing on and tracking a single inhalation has 
been televised, a follow-up ad is usually shown at the next break in 
programming. These ads feature the results of the damage that viewers 
witnessed being wrought in the first advertisement. One of these ads shows a 
male patient in an oncology ward who is struggling to breathe, even with the 
assistance of the respirator machine, which renders him unable to speak. 
Obviously in a great deal of physical pain, his eyes well up with tears as he 
listens to his young daughter describe the game of cricket she has just played
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with her friends. The ad ends with her lament, ‘you should’ve been there, Dad.’ 
Again, in this ad, the themes of inhalation, pain, and corporeal containment are 
primary. ‘Dad’ labors over inhalation, a direct result of the inhalation of 
cigarette smoke in the first instance. He is, by means of the respirator machine, 
corporeally cut off from his daughter, who cannot reach him over its bulk, and 
he is cut off from establishing conversation with her. ‘Dad’ is also corporeally 
constricted because he is bedridden, unable to establish intercorporeal 
relationships in conversation, through touch, or outside at the cricket match. His 
inhalation of smoke has incarcerated him in an invisible, smoky prison, given 
form in the world of the hospital, and has cut him off from a variety of 
intercorporeal engagements that constitute his usual modes of movement, 
sociality, and communication.

Corporeal containment is also presented in anti-smoking 
advertisements through the raising of awareness of the insides of the body. The 
anti-smoking lobby is well aware of the fact that many smokers do not pay 
attention to their lungs, and cannot in the course of everyday life be aware of the 
condition of these organs. The Government Health Authority Warning on my 
package of Peter Stuyvestant Lights informs me that I may not be aware of the 
ways in which my lungs are being damaged as I smoke: ‘Lung cancer can grow 
and spread before it is noticed.’15 To the end of awareness, lungs are filmed 
inside the body, and warnings about the insides of ‘my body’ are posted in large 
text on the front of my cigarette package. These aspects of the body are shown 
to be wholly contained within the site of ‘my own body,’ increasing present 
attention to them as wholly contained within me and separate from any external 
world with which I might more habitually engage.

Many theoreticians, including Serres,16 Compton,17 Langer,18 and 
Levy,19 have argued that pain occasions the self-reflexive attention that is 
required to enact a separation between person and world, however fleeting and 
incomplete that ‘separation’ is bound to be in a person who can never fully 
achieve such a condition in life.20 Serres argues that drawing attention to an 
intersection between a person and an aspect of the world results in experiences 
of pain or suffering. The constriction of the body, the holding in of one’s breath, 
Serres would argue, constitutes a restriction of the most basic of human joys: 
that of habitual and necessary entailment. Even in a breath, as Serres would 
remind us, bodily joy ensues when the body, as it always must, exceeds itself.21 
Pain is a critical part of the invitation that the anti-smoking lobby issues to move 
away from habitual intertwinement, to attend to a present condition of the body. 
The parts of the body that are shown on anti-smoking advertisements are shown 
through a lens of pain and damage. The anti-smoking lobby draws specific 
attention not to immediately-experienced pain which ushers in reflexive 
attention, but to the inevitability of pain as a result of smoking practice. For this, 
we go inside the body, which is busily building up the resources that will result 
in the inevitable pain, including the physical pain of smoking-related illnesses 
and the emotional pain of guilt that occurs when one intertwined body; ‘Dad’s’
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body for example, disentwines from the body of the family through illness and 
death.

The anti-smoking discourse pivots on an axis of constrained 
corporeality and intercorporeality, drawing attention to and reifying temporal 
moments of human embodiment that demand reflexive attention. In breath, in 
social engagement, in pain, the inextricable intertwinement with the world 
continues; we remain unavoidably socially, respiratorily, corporeally, involved.

Selling smoking pleasure
Jack Katz recognizes that, for decades, photographers used the idea that 

smoke marks the projection of self through the world, ‘to suggest the reach of 
writer’s personalities.’22 Says Katz: ‘there is not any natural marking of the end 
of one’s projection of self into the world through exhaling (a fact, I suspect, that 
accounts for much of the attraction of smoking).’23 If, in other words, we visibly 
mark our breath, in this case, with smoke, we are able to see before our eyes the 
reach of ourselves extended out into the world. Katz here argues for a view of 
smoking based on a notion of travel outbound from the body site. Put simply, 
my smoke, endowed with the capacity for visually traceable travel via my 
breath, can travel outbound, moving beyond the bounds of where I would have 
to stay should I subscribe to that ontology in which body and world are 
separated.

A great many advertisements for cigarettes have picked up and 
extended the metaphor of escape that I am suggesting is based on a certain body- 
world ontology. I can, in some cigarette-speak, escape to Flavor Country. There 
is travel implied here: on my packet of Peter Stuyvesant Lights; underneath the 
Government Health Authority warning is the following message: ‘Mild choice 
tobacco plus the Modem Filter make Peter Stuyvesant the International Passport 
to Smoking Pleasure!’24 Leaving aside the Modem Filter, which requires an 
analysis beyond the scope of this paper, I want to draw out a connection 
between ‘smoking pleasure’ and ‘passport.’

As Serres argues, the bearer of the look in traditional philosophy 
remains motionless and ‘sits down to look, through a window at the blossoming 
tree: a statue posed on affirmations and theses.’25 Serres suggests instead that 
‘we rarely see things in a condition of arrest,’ and that viewing is not so much 
about looking and seeing objects as it is about voyaging to or visiting with them. 
The term ‘visit’ and the verb ‘to visit’ mean at first looking and seeing; ‘they 
add to it the idea of itinerary—the one who visits goes to see.’26 This notion of 
vision, as Connor notes, is ‘vision on the move.’27 This suggests that the sensing 
body goes to visit or temporarily dwell in what is seen. The fact that what is 
seen in this case is also on the move—up, up, and away to who knows where— 
makes a certain sensual sense of passports, itineraries, escape to tropical islands, 
and the easy journey to Flavor Country. Smoky breath goes places beyond us, 
and cigarette companies are shrewd to imagine for us several appealing 
destinations. Serres’s point, however, is critically different from the one made in
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pro-smoking discourse: in Serres’s work, there can never be a situation where 
the body somehow stays sited, while some of its aspects reach out beyond some 
specific site in which the body is located. In his work, to see is to travel because 
the sensing body is, through sight, unsited; it persists in the act of seeing that 
which we have entailed in our sensing bodies. To see is to travel in pro-smoking 
discourse because the visibility of smoke reveals to us the kind of outbound 
travel that our smoky breaths might undertake that our sited bodies cannot; we 
can have the destinations of our international travel, requiring a passport, 
imagined for us by Peter Stuyvesant, or we can simply take a quick in-between- 
work break out in Flavor Country. Or, rather, our breath can; our bodies stay 
put.

Taste is also important for accounting for smoking pleasure in pro 
smoking advertisements, in at least two ways. Serres’s work is again useful here. 
Serres refers to the Last Supper (among other banquets) in the ‘Tables’ section 
of Les Cinq Sens, which deals with taste and smell.28 Two bodies, or, rather, two 
sides of one body, emerge from the banquet. On the one hand is the body of the 
Assumption, ‘the body raised up in language,’ which, as the result of linguistic 
petrification, is reduced to the condition of statue, and is no longer able to taste 
and smell.29 On the other hand, and set against this linguistic body, is the body 
consumed at the Last Supper. This body circulates in the forms of bread and 
wine, and is never fixed or held still, but is, as Connor notes, ‘a mobile 
transubstantiation. ’30

Taste here is understood to be a sense that dissolves the object of taste: 
that which is to be tasted must interact with the body and be dissolved by it in 
order to be tasted at all, a process that corrupts the objective status of that which 
is to be tasted: the tasty thing must become part of the body. That which is to be 
seen may be viewed and still maintain its objective status: we need not have the 
object of vision dissolved in order to see it. As Borthwick puts it, ‘a metaphysics 
premised in sight’s subject-object split cannot include the object’s 
dissolvability.’31

Our inbound breath takes the smoke down into our lungs, and we may 
view it, as it emerges outbound for Flavor Country. But it is not just personal 
breath that gives wind to smoke enabling it to travel at all; our bodies have 
worked upon the smoke, tasted it in the mouth, absorbed its flavor. The smoke 
that goes in is not the same as the smoke that comes out; tasting smoke makes 
the smoke part of us, and makes us part of smoke. That is the first way in which 
taste is important, and this taste is taste with a small ‘t.’ Taste with a capital ‘T’ 
is also important here. The use of terms such as ‘Flavor Country’ as part of 
smoking advertising is included also as an aesthetic of taste, an aesthetic that 
allows us to partake in taste from a distance (or, as Borthwick puts it, to 
otherwise judge pleasure through a visual metaphorics).32 There are certainly 
elements of capital ‘T’ taste involved in the purchasing of Dunhill or Benson 
and Hedges cigarettes at the high end of the cigarette market, as opposed to 
Holiday, the cheapest brand available in Australia.33
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I have argued that ‘Flavor’ works in association with ‘Country’ because 
it allows the immediacy of experience (small ‘t’ taste) to become intertwined 
and connected with an outbound breath; it is part of me because I have held it 
inside my body and worked upon it with my taste sense, essentially dissolving it 
into myself. To see is to visit, and to taste is to have become part of. Now, part 
of the smoke I see, I make personal journeys outbound to Flavor Country. Even 
now that I am personally implicated through taste in the smoke I expel out to 
Flavor Country; however, my body remains in place as I watch the smoke I have 
worked upon travel to its destination.

Here then are two renderings of smoking practice conducted via 
discourse. One is based on the notion of the invasion and entrapment of the body 
behind smoky bars, ushered in through an invitation to the corporeally 
constrained body. The other is based on a corporeal logic of escape and reach, 
ideas ushered in through the capacity of smoke to extend the still-sited person 
out through the air out there. Vision is key in both of these renderings. Under the 
lens of invasion, we visually track the smoke as it invades the site of the body, 
following it down via the television camera to the more usually unseen regions 
of the self. In the lens of extension, Katz argues that smoke will visually reveal 
the reach of the person. Taste is key here also, making that reach more 
personally our own.

Vision and taste, even taken together, are not nearly sufficient to 
account for multisensual and intercorporeal smoking practice. Focusing on these 
sensual aspects ignores the other sensual means by which we experience smoke. 
Similarly, focusing on the ontologically organized domains of 
inhalation/invasion and exhalation/extension ignores the fact that we ourselves 
consistently ignore these kinds of boundaries in the course of habitual smoking, 
and in the course of other modes of being human.

In his notes on the connection between smoke and writers, Katz states
that:

the subtle and nuanced character of the smoke that curls out 
from a cigarette, and its capacity to overcome resistance and 
become diffused as a feature of any environment, would do 
proud any writer who could permeate his or her writings with 
such qualities.34

In Katz’s view, diffusion and permeation can be considered features of smoke as 
it disappears from our fields of vision. But what if he smelled the smoke? Or 
heard it as it was roughly exhaled? My argument here is two-fold: first, logics of 
invasion and extension are not mutually exclusive logics; and second, vision and 
taste are only two of five sensual modes, which do not necessarily remain five 
distinctive modes, in which smoking practice might be fruitfully explored.

Smoking is a practice that clearly involves both inhalation and 
exhalation. The lenses that are used by the anti- and pro-smoking lobbies to 
frame smoking as, respectively, invasion and extension, correspondingly take
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inhalation and exhalation as pivotal. These read, owing to the purposes for 
which they are used (in the one case, against the practice, and in die other, for 
the practice), as oppositionary frames. Understood as part of the same process, 
these frames are of course not at all oppositionary, nor must they necessarily 
occur temporally distinctly: where is the point at which exhalation becomes 
inhalation in the unreflected upon act of breathing? To argue that there would be 
such a point divides the fundamentally circular and continual practice of breath 
taking into component parts, which would make breathing and smoking highly 
reflected-upon acts that would undermine each as a habitual practice. I use 
frames of intercorporeality and dissolvability to explore smoking as a social 
practice that uses intercorporeal means to function, as do all methods of human 
sociality and communication.

Intercorporeality/Dissolvability
Smoke and the practice of smoking offer a sensual experience in which 

the quality of dissolvability is paramount. There are many aspects of this 
dissolvability, in terms of the character of the smoke itself, which renders the 
practice of smoking olfactorialy, audibly, visibly, haptically and taste sense- 
able. Cigarettes themselves are dissolvable; one may view the reduction of a 
cigarette object to ashes. Cigarette smoke dissolves into the air into which it is 
expelled. We know from the anti-smoking lobby that chemicals in cigarettes, 
after a fashion, dissolve into the body of the smoker. We also know that 
smoking itself is capable of beginning a kind of dissolving process from within 
the body on the sense organs: smoking corrupts the seeing of the eye, the 
smelling of the nose, the tasting of the mouth and tongue. It can also restrict 
blood flow, especially to the hands, feet and genitals, which assigns it the 
capacity to render less sensitive our haptic systems.

Smoke also dissolves other kinds of social and conversational 
boundaries. Asking ‘have you a lighter?’ of a group of persons unknown to you 
in the pub might lead any place. Becoming part of ‘the smokers’ at ‘smoko’35 
brings a person into alignment, into space, into shared activity, with people who 
may well have otherwise remained unknown to them. The phenomenon of ‘the 
social smoker’ alters us to the fact that smoking, for some people, requires the 
presence of others in order to be undertaken at all.

Smoking might also extend or continue intercorporeal relationships 
between people, not only due to its capacity to weave through the air and 
permeate the bodies of others, thusly connecting them to you, but owing also to 
the capacity of smoke to act as a metaphor of corporeal intertwinement. This 
metaphor is based on a sensual-corporeal logic of our experiences of smoke to 
connect. The post-coital cigarette, for example, if both parties were to smoke, 
might, in the curling, intermingling, and warm smoke, continue the warm, 
curling intermingling so recently passed, even as each party departs to opposite 
sides of the bed.
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Cigarette smoke can also point to the possibilities of links between 
personal bodies. Individually exhaled plumes of smoke may meet and touch and 
mingle in the air: something that was expressly forbidden between male and 
female smokers in the small town in Indonesia where I used to live, lest the 
meeting and intertwining of air that had been inside a gendered body should 
encourage more interactions involving embraces. The separation of gendered 
smoky exhalations points to the capacity of smoke to reflect the intercorporeal 
connections between persons, but smoking also works to dissolve existing social 
connections between people, entailing them in undesirable intercorporeal 
relations with others. This point introduces a specifically (multi)sensual lens to 
explore intercorporeal and social connections between people via smoke, in 
order to point to the multisensual experiences that smoke and smoking entail and 
occasion.

If I was to focus on the smell of smoke alone, I may well be able to 
describe the panic of people who could smell the sly approach of smoke into 
their own unwilling lungs, as well as the longing of those desiring the invasion 
of the lung with smoky fulfillment. As Borthwick notes, despite the presence of 
the well-recognized, clearly defined ‘individual,’ when it comes to olfaction 
there is cause to be and there remains:

Part of the other within the subject. . .  olfaction opens the 
possibility, through the actual embodiment of the other, of 
another kind of sociality that acknowledges the 
interconnection with, not the complete separation of, the 
subject and the other. Further, it begins to shake the ground 
that holds the subject-other relationship, that is, it shakes the 
sight-based separation of self and other. . .  if sociality was 
theorized through smell, how different it could be! Where 
would the self end and other begin?36

Melissa, a young woman, and I were talking about smoking. She 
remembered waiting for a bus in the city when a young man approached her and 
asked her for a cigarette. She gave him one, and inquired of him how he had 
known that she was a smoker. The young man replied that while he was 
standing next to her at the bus stop, he had been able to smell the cigarette 
smoke on her clothes. Louise, an older woman, recalled an experience many 
years ago when she had gone to a Blue Light disco.37 There, she had smoked 
‘almost an entire packet of Alpine Lights’ with her friends.38 Desperate to hide 
the smell from her father, who was to pick her up from the disco, she went 
outside and rubbed her hands with the leaves of a fragrant tree that was growing 
outside the venue. She also borrowed toothpaste from a friend, who had brought 
along her toothpaste in case she got a love-bite; toothpaste, Louise explained, 
was known to young women to have the capacity to reduce the appearance of 
the telltale bruise, if it was applied right away. Louise rubbed toothpaste inside 
her mouth and over her teeth to hide the smell. She planned to explain away the
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smell on her clothes as the product of other people’s smoke. Her father, who 
picked her up, and who had, according to Louise, ‘a nose like a German 
Shepherd,’ kissed her cheek and suspected that Louise had been smoking. He 
sniffed her fingers to confirm this, and concluded correctly that 14-year-old 
Louise had indeed been smoking.

Trevor, a gardener, told me that at work, there was not a special time 
for smoko, and that it was taken when Trevor, the head gardener, felt that it was 
appropriate. Trevor works in a garden divided by many retaining walls, and 
other compartmentalizing devices, which meant that workmates were often not 
in one another’s view. Trevor said that, ‘when the other fellows smell my 
smoke, they come over to where I am and that’s how smoko happens.’39

If sociality were to be theorized through smell, the experiences of 
Melissa, Louise, and Trevor might indeed indicate to us the difficulty of 
deciding where people begin and end. If the sociality and intercorporeality 
entailed by smoking were to be theorized through smell, we might draw 
different kinds of attention to smoke’s capacity to dissolve existing social and 
corporeal connections between persons.

In Trevor’s case, smoke dissolved distances between people as the 
smell of Trevor’s smoke wafted to the noses of his workmates, eventually 
organizing them together in one place, and around one activity. In Melissa’s 
case, the smell of cigarettes lingered sufficiently long in her clothes to dissolve a 
social boundary that otherwise would have remained between her and the young 
man at the bus stop, who eventually became her boyfriend. Armed with this 
olfactory knowledge, the man effectively dissolved a knowledge and a social 
boundary, which led him to dissolve other kinds of boundaries between himself 
and Melissa later on. Louise experienced a dissolving of the connection that kept 
her father and herself on good terms; in her father’s view, the specific 
connection that had been dissolved was one of ‘trust.’ Louise’s father then took 
it upon himself to dissolve some more of Louise’s social connections when he 
grounded her.

To these experiences of dissolving, I add my own experience of the 
dissolving of good social relationships; the sly approach of my own smoke was 
detected as it made its way into the unwilling lungs of a lady in a beer garden. 
Beset by the smell of my cigarette wafting toward her back, in an outdoor beer 
garden, she lifted her face skywards, inhaled in noisy rattling rales, and accused 
me of causing her asthma attack. She rubbed her eyes, which began to water, 
and snarled at me said, ‘Congratulations, young lady, you have also irritated my 
eyeballs!’40 Smoke not only sneaks its way into unwilling lungs, but also assails 
the organs of sight sense, the eyes, with acrid smoke, which sends some into an 
almost literally blind panic. Any chance of a smiling sociality between the lady 
and myself forged over the interconnectedness of our bodies through smoke was 
instantly dissolved, as was my plan to stay around for the rest of the afternoon. 
Also dissolved here is the notion that exhalation is strictly related to smoking 
pleasure.
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At the same moment as smoke is olfactorialy detected, it may also be 
visually tracked, tasted in the air, as well as heard in noisy exhalations of 
satisfaction. Going back to breath and its habitual circularity, I note again that it 
is unusual for people to mark their breath unless they have been doing 
something physically strenuous or if they are marking it under medical 
instruction. Cassie, a non-smoker, explained to me that when she is with Laura, 
her best friend, she finds it hard to have a normal conversation with Laura when 
Laura is smoking. I also know Laura, have smoked with her, and have never 
found her to be conversationally difficult. I asked Cassie why she felt this way. 
Cassie said:

Well, when she smokes, all I can hear is puffing, when she 
was having her cigarette, and I have to kind of wait to finish 
what I was saying until after she lets that breath out. When she 
talks to me, she waits until she’s exhaled to finish what she is 
saying; sometimes it’s mid-sentence, and it’s like a very stilted 
conversation with someone who has just run a marathon. It 
isn’t like that at all when she is not smoking.41

Here, Cassie’s attention is drawn to Laura’s breath, as is Laura’s, which ceases 
to be a habitual unmarked process, and effectively dissolves the basis on which 
Cassie and Laura can unreflexively and habitually speak to one another. As 
Polanyi notes, speaking requires a corporeal disattendance, a focus away from 
the act of speaking, and a focus on the sociality and intercorporeal cooperation 
of conversation, in order for conversation to proceed in a habitual manner.42 
Katz describes talk in these terms as a kind of ‘disattended singing.’43 Attention 
to exhalation effectively breaks up the capacity for disattended habitual talking. 
Cassie had mentioned her problem to Laura; and Laura had felt ‘hurt.’

Touch is also critical here. I have alluded to the ways in which touch is 
involved in smoking in terms of the capacity of smoke to link personal bodies in 
Indonesia, and in the case of the post-coital cigarette, which reflects and extends 
intercorporeal relationships made through touch. Touch to the cigarette object 
itself is also involved in the sensual knot of smoking practice. Megan pointed to 
the dissolving boundary between cigarette object and her own hands when she 
spoke of her attempts to ‘look sexy and elegant’ as she smoked. Megan said, ‘I 
always smoke long cigarettes, super kings, and lately, I have been considering 
using a cigarette holder.’44 When I asked her why, she looked disapprovingly at 
her hands. ‘My hands are really pudgy, and my fingers are short and squat,’ she 
complained. ‘When I hold a cigarette, like this,’ she said, holding up her 
‘smoking fingers,’ my whole arm looks longer, and I feel more elegant. It’s like 
wearing false eyelashes, for that illusion of length.’ ‘What do you do with your 
other hand?’ I asked. ‘Champagne flute,’ she replied instantly. ‘Long 
stemmed.’45 The holding of cigarette object in the short fingers of the pudgy 
hand effectively extended these shortcomings into the longer reach of Megan, as
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the cigarette became part of fingers, the fingers part of cigarette. Megan had her 
longer hand.

Megan also talked about what she did with the smoke she expelled if 
she happened to be flirting with someone while she smoked with lengthy 
elegance. ‘If I’m interested,’ she said, ‘I like to blow my smoke up around the 
side of his face, like a caress.’ She stroked the side of my face in an upward 
motion, to show me what she meant. She indicated with her fingers that the 
smoke trailed up beyond the face and whispered away. I asked her if it worked. 
‘They get the message,’ she replied. ‘How about if you want them to leave you 
alone?’ I asked, intrigued. ‘Then I blow it straight in their face, into their eyes,’ 
she said, grinning maliciously. ‘It’s like giving someone a smelly slap in the 
face, without getting charged with assault.’ ‘Does anyone do it to you?’ I asked. 
‘Yep. You can tell, if a man lets the smoke just slide out of his mouth, as 
opposed to blowing it out while he’s perving on you or flirting with you, you 
can be pretty sure he wants to slide something else into you as well.’46

Megan’s descriptions here are rather synasthetic. Megan can ‘slap’ and 
‘caress’ a face; the latter will perhaps lead to more caresses. These are practices 
of touch; Megan’s language indicates that her smoky work at the bar is a kind of 
touching. Here, touch is synasthetically crossed with vision, and with smell, as 
well as with taste and hearing. The smoky slaps and caresses Megan gives to 
unsuspecting men are felt as a touch of breath to face as much as they are 
visually tracked as they arrive, as much as they are smelled and tasted as they hit 
the organs of taste and smell, as much as they are heard; delivering a smoky slap 
involves a quick exhalation of breath, and delivering a caress involves a long, 
drawn out whisper. Megan delivers multisensual perceivable slaps and caresses. 
These are not simply precursors to touch; they are visual, olfactory, audible, and 
touch sense-able, all at once. Divisions between singular sensual ways and 
means of interacting with the world are also dissolved in Megan’s practice of 
smoking.

The examples I have included in this section on intercorporeality and 
dissolvability show that inhalation may make for pleasure more than pain. 
Extensions of smoke into the air may indeed lead to pain, and not to Flavor 
Country, as is the case with Megan’s slap, and with Laura’s inability to maintain 
a conversation owing to her exhalation practice, that led to conversational 
inability and to hurt feelings. The destination of Rejection Island is a place 
where both Megan’s and Laura’s exhalations may lead themselves and the 
recipients of their smoke. The examples also indicate that smoking, rather than 
being adequately reflected in discourses that tend to separate the body from the 
world, entails intercorporeal means to function, as do any and all other aspects 
of human sociality and communication.

Conclusion
The practice of smoking functions as a social practice by multisensual, 

intercorporeal means; smoking not only olfactorialy links persons in smoking
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dining rooms with people in the non-smoking section, but it also makes for 
conversation between strangers (‘have you a lighter?’), and creates a common 
body of ‘the smokers’ who spill out of public buildings together at smoko. 
Smoke dissolves specific social barriers between persons, reveals ontological 
barriers between objects and personal bodies to be reifications, maintains and 
creates connections between distances, between genders, conversations, social 
situations, places and between the senses as smoke is multisensually 
experienced in a number of ways simultaneously, leading to synasthetic 
descriptions of slaps. At least as much as it dissolves boundaries, it changes 
orders and types of intercorporeal connections and relationships, works upon 
and dissolves trust, the possibility of sex, and conversations. Rigid frames of 
inhalation/invasion/pain in anti-smoking discourse and 
exhalation/extension/pleasure in pro-smoking discourse based on vision in the 
former case and vision/taste sets in the latter, and which both maintain a 
separability of person and world, are insufficient to deal with the plumes of 
smoky evidence I have presented here.

University of Adelaide Simone Dennis
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40 Ibid., p 60.
41 Ibid., p 72.
42 Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension Garden City, New York, Doubleday, 1966.
43 Katz, op. cit., p. 314.
44 Ibid., p. 37.
45 Ibid., p. 40.
46 Ibid., p. 50.
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The Contaminated Vision:
The Alcoholic Perspective in Hart Crane’s 

“The Wine Menagerie”

The Contaminated Vision: the Alcoholic Perspective in Hart Crane’s 
“The Wine Menagerie” was presented at the Sixteenth Annual 
Meeting o f the Far West Popular Culture Association/American 
Culture Association February 5-8, 2004, Las Vegas, Nevada.

Those who have had much experience with a practicing alcoholic have 
very likely been puzzled by his perverse thinking and behavior. Does he suffer 
from some kind of short-term memory loss? Why is he perpetually self- 
victimized and hell-bent on self-destruction? What accounts for his grandiosity, 
his antisocial behavior, and his unresolved conflicts? For that matter, why do 
alcoholics in general perpetually hunger for the euphoria of drunkenness, and 
why are they obsessed with the dark refuge of a hallucinatory otherworld? Why 
do they have such an appetite for power and control, and what of their 
fascination with personal annihilation, their dementia, their fear and self- 
loathing? Why are alcoholics fascinated with the prospect of personal 
mutilation, and how much foresight do they have in dealing with the 
consequences of their addiction and their inevitable, foggy withdrawal into 
drunken oblivion? What of the alcoholic ego, the fascination with grandiosity, 
the strange and slanted perspective on society, the assumption of genius, 
rebellion, self-indulgence, paranoia, and self-mutilation?

Questions like these would suggest that any study of the alcoholic 
mentality will be extremely difficult. While most psychologists might be able to 
provide a brief, if not shadowy, outline of the nature of alcoholic thinking, the 
most accurate descriptions of the alcoholic mind-set will likely be found in the 
confessions and descriptions of the alcoholics themselves. When such 
testimonies are presented as literature and are recognized as an integral part of 
the American literary canon, they are all the more compelling, if only for their 
artistry and the genius of their insights into the disease of alcoholism. Of course, 
it should be kept in mind that any study of alcoholic writing must necessarily be 
a study of obscurity and insanity in the extreme, and this can be rather 
confusing.

When I first read Hart Crane’s alcoholic testament in “The Wine 
Menagerie,” for example, I was both perplexed and fascinated, most especially 
because I regarded myself as something of an expert on the literature of 
addiction. In this case, however, the poem seemed to exceed the usual 
parameters of alcoholic writing. The central character in the poem, an emulous,
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intoxicated writer, was an extraordinary oddity; and much of the imagery 
seemed disjointed and confused. While the surface descriptions suggested the 
work of a rather wild imagination, I surmised that Crane was concerned with 
something more than the cerebral machinations of an aspiring drunkard in a 
filthy saloon. However, I was involved with more pressing concerns at the time, 
and it was not until some three months later, while I was preparing a class on 
modem writers, that I had a chance to look carefully at the poem. That was 
when I realized that Crane was not simply concerned with the innocuous 
connection between alcoholism and contemporary writing. Most important was 
his concern about the insanity of abusive drinking as a whole and the manner in 
which it could generate a menagerie of psychotic delusions among the 
chronically addicted, in this case, a contemporary intoxicant-poet who is 
gradually overwhelmed by catastrophic illusions of grandiosity.

I knew that Crane was himself an alcoholic, and it is very possible that 
the “The Wine Menagerie” may have been a testimonial based on first-hand 
experience, especially in its description of the distorted mental processes which 
invariably characterize the alcoholic mind as he had personally experienced it. 
Of course, the poem is hardly unique in exploring the ambivalent relationship 
between alcohol and creativity. Even the most cursory study of contemporary 
writing and the literature of addiction has noted the inevitable consequences of 
prolonged abusive drinking, most especially among modem American writers. 
As Thomas Gilmore noted in his landmark study of alcoholism and literature, 
while “. . .  some artists will doubtless always wish to experiment with the heavy 
use of alcohol or (bugs, in my view such experimentation will increasingly come 
to be regarded as an exercise in futility” (.Equivocal Spirits 175). Gilmore wrote 
that he found an increasing contemporary attitude that was

. . .  skeptical of its benefits, cognizant of the high cost of 
heavy or alcoholic drinking, doubtful that any achievements 
can ever justify the payment of such a price, and devastatingly 
inimical to the kind of willful blindness or self-deception that 
some alcoholic writers only a generation or two ago could use 
to deny their illness and its effects (175).

Crane himself would likely have agreed with Gilmore, albeit reluctantly, since 
we know that he continued to drink right up to the time of his suicide in 1932. 
Even so, I was surprised to learn that a number of scholars have persisted in 
claiming that “The Wine Menagerie” describes the advantages of drunkenness in 
creativity, most especially as it relates to the contemporary setting. Samuel 
Hazo, R.P. Blackmur, R.W.N. Lewis, and Herbert Leibowitz considered the 
poem extraordinary because they thought it portrayed a kind of elevated quasi- 
Dionysian perspective on writing. In fact, they have even gone so far as to 
suggest that artistic genius is a romantic correlative of addiction and 
dysfunctionality (Hazo 43, Lewis 193-196). In the final analysis, however, any 
conclusion affirming some kind of high-toned Bacchanalian creativity would
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indicate almost no appreciation for the debilitating effects of alcohol addiction 
and its universal effect on society as a whole, and it certainly ignores Crane’s 
incisive and irrefutable perspective on the crippling and very unromantic nature 
of alcohol dependence.

Alcohol is well known for its capacity to generate irrational mood 
swings. In most cases, the first one or two drinks will usually result in a certain 
amount of euphoria and a feeling of well-being. However, each successive drink 
typically acts as a depressant and will usually manifest an increasingly severe 
downward spiral leading to melancholia, antisocial behavior, and, in extreme 
cases, delirium tremens. “The Wine Menagerie” presents a vivid portrait of that 
inevitable downward spiral as the writer-intoxicant, who is completely unaware 
of the irrational texture of his perceptions, progresses from euphoria to 
depression to such a frightening menagerie of hallucinations that he is rendered 
nearly helpless and is compelled to flee the saloon in horror.

The poem begins on an almost fatalistic note coupled with the poet- 
drinker’s dubious affirmation of the regenerative effects of wine:

Invariably when wine redeems the sight,
Narrowing the mustard scansion of the eyes,
A leopard ranging always in the brow 
Asserts a vision in the slumbering gaze. (1-4)

Of course, there is nothing to suggest that the intoxicant’s vision of poetic feet in 
a line of mustard jars facing the bar could truly signify a leopard-like mutation 
to predatory liberation, much as he might want to think otherwise. In point of 
fact, it is just about impossible to make sense of the fantasy, except that it has 
been generated from an intoxicant’s perspective, which would necessarily be 
foolish and irrational. In this regard, the poet-drinker is not unlike most 
intoxicants in claiming some kind of euphoric transposition to brilliance while 
under the influence; but, in this case, his feline genius seems to border on the 
ludicrous, as jars morph into a condiment scansion while his muddled brain 
watches itself watching its inner self mutate to a leopard who will prowl the 
saloon in search of literary visions.1

In the next stanza, the intoxicant fixes on something more compelling 
and, from an alcoholic’s standpoint, a good deal more fascinating: the wine 
decanters and his reflected image in their glittering bellies:

Then glozening decanters that reflect the street 
|Wear me in crescents in their bellies. Slow 
|Applause flows into liquid cynosures:
—I am conscripted to their shadows’ glow. (5-8)

Here Crane presents another commonplace symptom of unassailable 
drunkenness as the self-obsessed persona progresses from condiments to wine 
jugs and the wonderment of his reflective displacement to the street in a series of 
bulbous crescents. However, it is likely that the reflecting jugs are no
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“glozening” glossary to interpretation as some critics have suggested.2 Rather, in 
examining his image, the drinker unwittingly applauds his transformation while 
a fresh libation of wine conscripts him still further into the shadow of 
intoxication. Here, in a superb illustration of alcoholic denial, we witness the 
intoxicant’s fascination with the illumination, which he perceives as emanating 
from his “liquid cynosure,” but it is apparent that the fantasy has little to do with 
any kind of genuine, natural inspiration; and the “slow applause” must 
ultimately be relegated to his opportunity to drink more wine and nothing more. 
In this regard, it is becoming apparent that the intoxicant’s “cynosure” amounts 
to little more than a self-created prison that has emanated from his alcoholic 
penchant for self-indulgence.

In the next stanza, we are reminded of the mercurial nature of alcoholic 
thinking through a further series of incongruous opposites. As the poet-drinker 
begins to look around the saloon, the imitation snow and a putrid emulsion 
coating the saloon walls somehow blend with a pair of combative patrons who 
are embroiled in a nasty argument. The leopard image of fraud is now strangely 
and irrationally transposed to a musical-surgical image of a fearsome, 
hammering wench, whose false “forceps” smile and “mallet” eyes unnerve her 
male companion, who may be a fraud as well:

Against the imitation onyx wainscoting
(Painted emulsion of snow, eggs, yam, coal, manure)
Regard the forceps of the smile that takes her.
Percussive sweat is spreading to his hair. Mallets,
Her eyes, unmake an instant of the world . . .  (9-13)

There is no logic to the image or transposition, but such is the nature of the 
typical alcoholic mind-set; and, while it is interesting to note the strange texture 
of the poet-drinker’s elaborate fantasies of creative genius, we cannot help but 
recognize that he is increasingly consumed by loneliness, disorientation, and 
fear—much like his male compatriot at the nearby table. Even so, the poet- 
drinker could hardly be accused of trumpery, as he tries to revive his prospects 
of Dionysian creativity by shifting his attention to the prospect of a transposed 
serpent with octagon skin and transept eyes. Such mercurial thinking would not 
be uncommon among the chronically addicted, but, of course, the reptile 
metamorphosis would likely compel the drinker to acknowledge a further 
element of fraud, as in the serpent of Eden—and its transforming guile and 
poison—and that, if you would forgive the pun, would be unthinkable:

What is it in the heap the serpent pries—
Whose skin, facsimile of time, unskeins 
Octagon, sapphire transepts round the eyes;
—from whom some whispered carillon assures 
Speed to the arrow into feathered skies? (14-18)
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The reptile-intoxicant is now totally out of control as he proposes that he will be 
unskeined from his mortal limitations so he can revel in the special power of a 
feathered, sky-bound arrow of poetic inspiration. It is a strange mix, a complex 
and illogical menagerie of euphoric oddities and incompatible images with no 
rational connection; but, rational or not, Crane is concerned with describing the 
kind of alcoholic insanity and recessive thinking that is typical among the 
chronically addicted, most especially because such a perspective would 
necessarily be predicated on disillusionment and failure. Of course, the magic 
arrow, such as it is, is doomed to collapse (Leibowitz 211); and the intoxicant’s 
serpent skin, like the serpent of Genesis, contains only a facsimile of truth which 
is barely heard and which betrays his hope for salvation from his heaven-bound 
“arrow.”

The patchwork of fraud is now extended from the leopard, serpent, and 
arrow to include a beer-buying urchin and his canister (we are reminded that 
such juvenile purchases were commonplace at the time). Crane does not tell us 
the boy’s intentions, but apparently his youth and urchin duplicity have 
something to do with the loss of innocence, August meadows (referred to in line 
23), and the purchase of alcohol. However, as with so many of the chronically 
addicted, the drinker’s mental condition is shaky, his attention span short. 
Before long, he tires of looking at the child, and the urchin image is displaced by 
a horrifying vision of writhing bodies as the poet-writer’s inebrious flight to 
creative ecstasy begins its inevitable downward spiral into a series of terrifying 
hallucinations. The intoxicant averts his gaze, but as he turns away, the sight of 
two black tusks on a nearby hunting trophy confirm his fear and revulsion while 
denying any possibility of creative wonderment:

Unwitting the stigmas that each turn repeal;
Between black tusks the roses shine! (27-28)

The poet-intoxicant tries to elude the prospect of imminent destruction by 
focusing on the roses between the tusks. Perhaps, in his typically potulent 
fascination with self-transposition and self-denial, they might summon enough 
power to provide an escape from the narrow confines of mortality and the lost 
prospect of renewed inspiration. Perhaps then he might still be able to discover 
some kind of liquor embellished euphoria and fling his arrow of creative 
fantasies to a bibulous heaven of immortality (Lewis 198). However, there is no 
material evidence that our intoxicant is capable of generating anything hawk 
like, rosy, or profound; and, while he hopes to transcend his earthly self on a 
heaven-bound “arrow” of productivity, the image suggests no divine union with 
a higher truth, much as he would hope otherwise.

It is becoming clear that wine is not the father of insight. Nor can the 
menagerie assure any kind of metamorphosis into some kind of hallucinatory 
genius (Hazo 45). In truth, the intoxicant’s wine “talons” clutch at him with all 
kinds of romantic nonsense about the breadth of his addictive genius; and, even 
though he grandly claims the exaltation of his creative powers, his unadulterated



64 Popular Culture Review

self-indulgence and wine-soaked sentimentality are clearly evident in his 
rhapsodic yearning to travel alone in a tear and sparkle in the saintly martyrdom 
of alcoholic hopelessness:

New thresholds, new anatomies! Wine talons 
Build freedom up about me and distill 
This competence—to travel in a tear 
Sparkling alone, within another’s will. (29-32)

Apparently, however, the persona has not had enough, although he has far 
exceeded his limit and is now completely out of control (as with any chronically 
addicted drinker, he remains convinced that more is always better, despite all 
evidence to the contrary). And so on he goes. If he cannot shoot to the heavens, 
he will rescue himself by distilling the purity of his art in the highest and most 
dramatic of emotions and transmute his energies to some kind of higher power, 
but it is a hopeless prospect. While the intoxicant may have sought redemption 
in the roses of idealism and beauty, he cannot help but capitulate to hard reality: 
this is the inevitable demise and catastrophic end involving any alcoholic fall to 
self-destruction, and thus he is reminded:

Alas,—these frozen billows of your skill!
Invent new dominoes of love and bile . . .
Ruddy, the tooth implicit of the world
Has followed you. Though in the end you know
And count some dim inheritance of sand,
How much yet meets the treason of the snow. (38-43)

Crane tells us that our ego-centered intoxicant may indeed find himself in a self- 
created hell, but his suffering and helplessness are necessarily by his own 
appointment; and his intoxicated vision of new purities is naturally worthless, an 
inheritance of sand that is as perishable as the snow. As with so many 
unrepentant alcoholics, our pilgrim of the literary inferno is now stuck on the 
sharp tusks of reality; such is his terror that he is compelled to admit that the 
menagerie, the condiments, the excess of wine, the arrows, the roses, and talons 
have come to nothing:

Rise from the dates and crumbs. And walk away,
Stepping over Holofemes’ shins—
Beyond the wall, whose severed head floats by 
With Baptist John’s. Their whispering begins. (44-47)

The intoxicant appears to have lost all sense of personal volition; and Crane 
adopts the imperative voice as if to suggest that he is so helpless that he requires 
some kind of surrogate will. He is told to get off his stool and abandon the 
crumbs of his poetic dissolution; but, as he makes his way to the street, he 
stumbles over the remnants of a terrifying hallucination: the severed heads of 
Holofemes and John the Baptist.3 These Old and New Testament curiosities, at
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once so profound and yet so incongruous, float through his stupefied mind, 
mock his alcoholic pretensions with their whispering, and confirm his delusions 
and defeat. In a final, lonely act of capitulation, he pivots out of the saloon and 
wobbles down the street like Petrushka’s valentine:4

“—And fold your exile on your back again;
Petrushka’s valentine pivots on its pin.” (48-49)

The wine menagerie has reduced the poetic Bacchanal to a clinical mechanism 
of personal obliteration. Religious images have been decimated to a catastrophic 
litter of corpses and waste; and the drinker’s alcoholic disorientation and his 
visions of death and absurdity have cast him adrift to spin helplessly in a topsy 
turvy world of terror and confusion. He has nothing to show for his drunken 
excess (could it possibly be otherwise?), no iota of wisdom, no grandiose 
fragment of poetry, no enduring monument—only the presumption of genius 
which lies somewhere back in the saloon beneath the rubble of dissolution.

The question remains, however: is this a good poem? If it was meant to 
describe the integrity of alcohol in the contemporary creative process, as some 
critics would have us believe, it is a failure. However, if the poem is recognized 
as a pointed illustration of the confusion, narcissistic depression, insanity, and 
self-deception characteristic of the contemporary alcoholic mind-set, then it is 
remarkable in its capacity to dramatize the overcharged, ego-centered character 
of alcohol-induced fantasies, most especially when they involve issues of 
creativity, magnanimity, self-indulgence, and power.

For Crane, as for so many alcoholics, there can be little doubt that a 
drinking obsession might have provided a temporary psychological milieu in 
which perceptions were sometimes rendered strangely congruent according to 
the peculiar assortment of prescriptions he carried around in his head. And yet, 
in reading “The Wine Menagerie” it is readily apparent that Crane himself was 
fully cognizant of the insanity of chronic intoxication. In this regard, the poem 
clearly demonstrates the fallacy of the contemporary addict who imagines that 
he is somehow romantically and catastrophically endowed with a more than 
usual portion of humanity and creative genius. That, perhaps, is the ultimate 
justification for studying this remarkable poem, even as it may be the ultimate 
explanation for its extraordinary genius.

Mesa State College Matts G. Djos

Notes
1 The leopard in the brow might also be interpreted in the more traditional context of 
fraud; and, in considering the intoxicant's literary pretensions, the secondary reference is 
appropriate.
2 See, for example, Lewis, 195.
3 It is interesting to note Crane’s oblique references to feminine power in at least three 
places: the lady who attacks her male companion with “mallet” eyes and a “forceps”
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smile in lines 11 and 12; in the lines where we are told of Holofemes, who was seduced
by Judith and beheaded after he fell into a drunken stupor; and John the Baptist, who was
beheaded at the instigation of Salome’s mother, Herodias.
4 Hazo suggests that the poet leaves like a run-down toy, a valentine of the legendary
Russian folk character, Petrushka (46).
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At the Margins of the Minors: 
Good Girls, Bad Girls, and 

Baseball Beyond the Big Leagues

ABSTRACT
This paper examines the experiences o f minor league baseball 
groupies, focusing on the exchange relationships that they form with 
players. As two types o f exchanges emerged, we discovered two types 
o f groupies who are marginally attached to the world o f one 
particular minor league baseball team. Contrary to some popular 
writers, who suggest that all groupies have similar motives and 
relationships with players, we find that “good girl” groupies and 
“bad girl ” groupies create remarkably different relationships with 

players. This paper details how we discovered these two types o f 
groupies.

Sport groupies are often portrayed in popular culture as seductive 
vixens. For example, sexually aggressive female fans are infamously prominent 
in the movies Bull Durham and The Natural. While many such depictions 
permeate American popular culture, few scholars have systematically 
investigated sport groupies, limiting their analysis to categorizing groupies 
according to their sport. This paper examines minor league baseball seeking to 
categorize sport groupie-athlete relationships relative to the experiences of 
groupies. These relationships reflect broader structures and processes in 
American society which: (1) reinforce an inequitable, patriarchal social structure 
in which women attempt to obtain status via a male benefactor; and (2) 
disempower women through sexual objectification and commodification.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Early popular writing on groupies was largely documentary in nature, 

focusing on rock and roll musicians and the women who pursued them, as the 
film Almost Famous romanticizes. Connie Hamzy (“Sweet Connie”), Pamela 
Des Barres, and the Plastercasters are some of the most notorious original rock 
and roll groupies, whose stories emerged in the 1980s (Balfour 1986; Des Barres 
1987). However, very little academic literature has addressed sport groupies in 
particular.

The Prominence o f the American Athlete
When a community elevates athletes into a superior class through 

prestige and economic rewards, athletes enjoy a unique position. The
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community produces athletes’ status by idealizing them, and consumes it by 
being entertained by their exploits. Athletes become part of the superior classes 
that structure the expectations, values, and ensuing habits of society (Fasteau 
1974; Theberge 1981; Veblin 1899). With a few notable exceptions, such as 
tennis, the avenues to achieving status through athletic exploit are far more open 
to men. Accordingly, female marginalization is clearer in sports than most other 
areas of social life.

Women may attempt to borrow status from high profile men to combat 
their exclusion from exclusive social worlds, gaining notoriety or attention 
through their associations with high-profile men (Gauthier & Forsyth 2000). 
However, this may only magnify their marginalization. At best, groupies may 
only be accepted at the fringes of the exclusive world of athletes. Moreover, the 
less equitable relationships that groupies cultivate may perpetuate structures of 
inequality and patriarchy when they reinforce the importance of prominent men 
and male positions (Johnson 1997) and commodify sex and companionship to 
exchange for reflected status. Further, groupies may attempt to establish 
additional social value for their exchanges within their own community by 
attaching themselves to the “best” in the sport or local teams (Gauthier and 
Forsyth 2000), measuring their own value relative to the social value of their 
sexual conquests. Such relationships reflect many dimensions of male 
idealization and female marginalization in both sport and the history of Western 
society.

Exchange Theory
Exchange theory focuses on relationships and the benefits and rewards 

that people give and take in interaction with one another, and the social 
hierarchies that emerge from controlling more valued benefits. Homans (1961), 
Blau (1964), and Emerson (1976) pioneered social exchange, focusing on the 
cost-benefit calculations that individuals make in relationships. Individuals may 
positively or negatively reinforce some actions based on the perceived utility of 
the mediums of exchange. A balanced relationship, where individuals give and 
receive in relatively equal quantities, is most stable, but imbalanced exchanges 
can also define relationships. In either case, the patterns of exchange come to 
define the expectations of both partners relative to one another, and relative to 
the relationship. In the case of imbalanced relationships, the expected costs 
eventually outweigh the expected benefits and exchanges, and the relationship 
they create is severed. Surprisingly, overly rewarded exchange partners may also 
choose to end the exchange relationship when they experience satiation, or a 
feeling of using up the exchange partner’s utility (Blau 1964; Emerson 1976).

Mixed gender exchange relationships create unique dynamics. In her 
analysis of exchange relationships amongst men and women, Molm (1986) finds 
that women often have difficulty in exchange relationships with men, because 
men have relatively more structural control over conventional rewards. Women 
may only find control in the relationship by withholding rewards that are
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unrelated to the rewards of conventional structures of male power. Sex provides 
a telling and relevant example. In a relationship where a woman uses sex as her 
medium of exchange, her ability to withhold sex can be a relationship power 
play. However, her power in the relationship is diminished severely when there 
is a market of other women who are also willing to offer the man sex, which 
devalues the relative utility of the sex she offers. Moreover, if that woman 
depends on the man solely for status outside of the relationship, the marketplace 
of available sexual partners blocks her access to broader social power as it 
diminishes her power within the relationship.

METHODS
Because so little literature exists regarding groupies9 motives and 

behaviors, we seek to broadly understand their sexual relationships with athletes. 
Groupies may be interested in entering relationships with athletes even though 
the relationships are likely to be inherently imbalanced in terms of social, if not 
interpersonal, power. We investigated related female disempowerment relative 
to sexual commodification and objectification. We framed our research with 
exchange theory, which provides insight into the dynamics of relationships in 
terms of the rewards offered and received within a relationship, as well as the 
distribution and exercise of power within these same relationships.

Data Collection and Analysis
For our purposes, groupies were women who claimed to be pursuing 

sexual activity with a professional baseball player. We collected data in the 
southwestern United States, focusing on groupies of the Cheyenne Coyotes, an 
AA affiliate of the major league Portland Sailors (both names are pseudonyms). 
To collect rich descriptive data, along with ethnographic detail, we conducted 
in-depth interviews (McCracken 1988) with twelve groupies, who we met 
through our gatekeeper, a self-defined groupie who provided access to others. 
The data was thematically coded according to categories emerging from both the 
literature review and the data. The primary coding categories emerging from the 
literature review related to perceptions of marginalization and objectification. As 
we discovered new categories in the data, we considered all of our data relative 
to these discoveries.

FINDINGS
Both academic and popular writers suggest that groupies seek a break 

from the mundane through relationships with celebrities of any magnitude (e.g. 
Gmelch 2001). We find that groupies’ relationships with athletes are much more 
complex than others have suggested, revealing the importance of sex, power, 
and status as resources that are taken and given by the boys of summer.
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Beyond First Base: Groupies, Baseball Players, and Sex
Groupies can access the rewards baseball players offer most easily 

through sex, an exchange that both groupies and athletes are socialized to 
recognize and expect (Hoch 1980). These women assert that sexuality and coital 
acts dominate their exchange relationships with baseball players, even though 
groupies do not all exchange sex for the same rewards. For Lisa, pursuing sex 
with athletes is a game she enjoys playing:

Believe me, there’s always a guy watching to see if he can get 
some pussy from you. Sometimes, I’ll let him, or, uh, 
sometimes not . . .  It’s just about getting laid. That’s it. They 
just move from one woman to the next and I, uh, make my 
place in the rotation or, uh, when I don’t want to do this 
anymore, I’ll move on to something else.

Roxanne, however, has another purpose for using her sexuality:

Roxanne: I try to be provocative, but not look like a slut. You 
can tell the girls out here who just want to get laid. I really 
have to make it a point to stay away from that ‘‘look” and to 
steer clear of those girls, too. Being considered a slut, you 
know like they are, could really ruin my chances . . .  for a 
date. I don’t want the guys to think I’m easy because that’s 
not the kind of girl they want to really be with.

Connie: What kind of girl do you think they want?

Roxanne: A nice girl. You know, a girl, a woman really, that 
is pretty and smart and who knows how to act. I mean, these 
guys get a lot of attention, you know, like from TV and 
newspaper people . . .  and, uh, they don’t want some nasty girl 
making a mess of their life.

These two positions typify the two distinct ways that groupies describe 
their experiences with athletes and establish the groupie dichotomy of “good 
girls” and “bad girls,” in terms of the way their sexuality is used to achieve 
different goals.

The groupie dichotomy. Like us, Ortiz (2001) rejects homogenization 
of groupies and groupie experiences, describing the social distinction between 
“good” and “bad” girls and claiming that this dichotomy permeates athletes’ 
social expectations and sexual relationships. He suggests, however, that all 
groupies are “bad” girls, which our analysis of the Cheyenne Coyotes groupies 
clearly refutes, finding both good girl and bad girl groupies.

As groupies, our participants defined themselves relative to their 
perceptions of other groupies. Roxanne, who did not want to be perceived a 
“slut,” is a simple example of this, but good girl Katie’s remarks are more 
telling:
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I came out here to meet a nice guy, a player, to date. I don’t 
want anybody to think I’m a tramp or anything cause there’s 
plenty of them out there . . .  They’re not nice girls who want to 
go out and have a relationship . . .  no, they just try to get the 
guys in bed. They don’t care if he’s even married . . .  all they 
want to do is score with a player. It’s pretty sick, I think.

Conversely, bad girls often openly disdain good girls, as well as the wives and 
girlfriends of baseball players. According to bad girl Lisa:

I don’t expect nothing from these guys than sex. I have to be 
realistic and I think hanging out with them and fucking is 
great, but I, uh, really think that any girl who thinks these guys 
can be faithful are just fooling themselves. Some are nice guys 
and all, but they all just take whatever they can get and I, uh, I 
really don’t think loyalty to any one woman is possible for 
them.

Katie typifies good girls, who seek socially accepted relationships with 
baseball players, aiming to enter their exclusive lifestyles and gain status 
vicariously. Bad girls like Lisa, however, enter into less socially acceptable 
relationships, aiming to exploit baseball players sexually, aiming for personal 
gratification that comes from the sex act itself, as well as the feelings of power 
that accompany the seduction of those with social power.

Home Field Advantage: Baseball9s “Good Girls99
Good girls are typically home team supporters; the players are “their” 

guys and they form a strong association to the Coyotes and often the Portland 
Sailors, as well. This is not surprising because if a player is “called up,” the 
groupie already possesses a ready understanding of what’s happening in the 
organization her potential lover/husband would be joining. For example, Audrey 
always wears one of her Coyotes shirts to games, but says that she would never 
consider wearing a shirt with the Portland Sailors name on it to a game at 
Coyote Stadium:

That would be way too presumptuous. I think that would send 
a message to the guys that you’re anticipating a move to the 
majors. That’s not a good way to get close to these 
guys . . .  You have to support them and the team right here and 
right now. [Emphasis in the original]

All good girls described such loyalty. Roxanne emphasizes its importance to her 
experiences:

I was raised to be loyal to a cause or to people that you care 
about. My dad always taught us to see things through ’til the 
end. If your team’s losing, you don’t give up . . .  you stand by
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them regardless of what happens. I guess I expect other people 
to be that way too and, in this case, especially, where it really 
and truly is a win or lose situation, you have to stand by the 
people you, you know, care about. And, I really care about 
these guys.

Good girls’ loyalty reflects and reinforces the “hometown” atmosphere 
of the ballpark. Good girls want acceptance in this environment, especially with 
respect to players’ wives, to whom the good girls want to seem non-threatening. 
Consequently, good girls often sublimate their own desires to the good of the 
team. Such deference reinforces the hierarchy of the ballpark, of which the 
players are the most celebrated elements. Katie describes the scrutiny of players, 
management, and wives as a positive aspect of social life at the ballpark:

It’s kinda like a Neighborhood Watch program, but the 
neighborhood’s a baseball team! There’s a lot at stake here.
The guys, well some of them, have great futures ahead of 
them, and the wrong type of girl can really screw that up, I 
think. You know, if she only wants to exploit him.

When asked how she responds to that scrutiny, she replied:

I guess you’d say it’s an exclusive organization and the people 
in i t . .. you know, players, wives, and all are concerned with 
who’s around and what’s going on. If you want to be part of 
the group, you have to play by their rules. I have no problem 
with that.

Ortiz (1998) concludes that such behaviors implicate female groupies 
in their own subordination in this world, because they protect the 
hypermasculine world of professional sport. While their actions may perpetuate 
systematic female subjugation in and through professional sports as Ortiz 
suggests, the Coyotes’ good girls concern themselves with individual upward 
mobility in and through sports. They do not blindly adhere to social standards 
because they venerate professional sports. Instead, they integrate themselves 
into the world of professional sports because players offer opportunities for 
individual upward social mobility. Instead of nostalgically protecting 
professional sports, good girls’ motives are more pragmatic. Accordingly, good 
girls focus on interpersonal concerns, becoming loyal fans, adopting traditional 
gender roles, and respecting players’ marriages.

Good girls’ skillful ballpark citizenry is especially important in their 
relationships with athletes. They are aware that their sexuality and the players’ 
status are important aspects of these relationships, but want to be viewed as 
neither “gold diggers” nor “sluts.” Instead, they describe themselves as rational 
individuals, pursuing romantic and sexual relationships, in which they are 
willing to exchange not only sex, but also other rewards that potential long-term 
partners may find attractive. Roxanne believes that she, as a potential mate,
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exhibits certain qualities that a baseball player finds attractive, offering a 
baseball player: “Loyalty. Friendship. Love. I’d be the best girlfriend or wife a 
ball player could imagine. I guess I would just offer him my entire self.” In such 
a relationship, good girls expect reciprocal love, even if they do not expect other 
aspects of relationships to be as balanced, especially in traditional gendered 
terms. Roxanne states:

I will always work if I need to. You know, I don’t expect a 
man to take care of me financially. I’m an awesome cook. I 
keep a smart apartment. I am not socially retarded. . .  I mean, 
a man would be able to take me anywhere. I think I’m pretty 
and have a great body, too, so he should appreciate that.
[Pause] I think I have a lot to offer.

When asked what she would expect in return for her generosity, she replies, 
“His lifestyle. His world. To be a part of him. Life under the stadium lights. I’d 
love that.”

Even though they enter into such exchange relationships with athletes 
with the understanding that their aspirations of love and marriage may not be 
achieved, the Coyotes’ good girls nevertheless express disappointment at failed 
relationships with players. Maria describes her experience with a baseball player 
as:

Just another failed relationship, you know. He just made me 
feel so bad about it, though. You know, when he was getting 
what he wanted everything was, like, cool and we’d go out 
sometimes and have fun. But, then, after awhile, he’d call me 
real late at night, like after I was in bed already, and he’d want 
to come over and sleep with me. Well, not to sleep. He came 
over for sex . . .  was great in bed and I liked the company, but 
then he’d start to come over drunk and after a couple of times 
like that, you know, that’s when I decided that I was just being 
used and told him “no more” then he started calling me a slut 
and a whore. . .  He liked what he was getting, but when he 
wasn’t getting it anymore, it was, like, all my fault and I was, 
like, this bad person all along . . .  I guess I should have known 
better than to get involved that time of the year. . .  Some of 
the girls say that’s when the guys want a “winter wife” if he’s 
not married, of course. You know, someone to be with when 
the pressure’s low and there’s not a whole lot going on. 
[Laughs] They say a “winter wife” can be just about anybody 
with a pussy because she’s not real visible. They don’t need a 
trophy in the off-season. I guess I should have known better 
than to hook up with him that late in the year, but I really 
thought he was sincere. Man, was I stupid!
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Many good girls enter these exchange relationships, trading, at the very 
least, female sexuality for the tangible reward of financial security and the 
intangible reward of status. Feminists such as Pateman (1988), who describes 
the “male sex-right,” would consider these exchanges as commodity purchases 
akin to prostitution. Similarly, Chapkis (1997:14) summarizes pro-positive sex 
feminist views on commodified sexuality when she points out the inherent 
imbalances in these exchanges, stating “When love, relationship, and mutual 
pleasure are the only appropriate context for sex, cash and contract cannot 
substitutes as evidence of reciprocity.” From a less overtly feminist viewpoint, 
Molm (1986) also finds that women have difficulty in being equal exchange 
partners to men in her analysis of gendered exchange relationships. First, 
women have less structural access to power than men. More importantly, Molm 
suggests that women are likely to exercise interpersonal power by withholding 
rewards. If sex is the reward, a woman has power only relative to a man’s 
dependence on her for sex, and his access to other sexual partners. Good girls, 
then, are competing in a network of relationships with baseball players. 
Moreover, as a group, they also extend exchange networks that influence 
individual relationships, which Roxanne reveals as she describes her exchange 
of self for status:

They’re a small, special group [baseball players] and being 
part of that group, it makes me feel special too. You know, 
like if I marry one and have kids, I won’t be just another 
soccer mom.

Playing the Field: Baseball’s “Bad Girls”
Most simply, bad girls most often cite thrills of rebellion against social 

norms and seduction as reasons for their continued pursuit of baseball players. 
Such simplicity belies the much more complex, sexually restrictive gender 
imbalance between men and women they also reveal. Unlike the Coyotes’ good 
girl groupies, bad girls perceive men as abusive of their social status and power. 
Many claim that baseball players are self-aware exploiters of their desirability, 
which is rooted in their physicality, their social status, and their potential as 
mates. Becky concisely describes bad girls’ cynical opinions of baseball players, 
stating, “These guys think God put women on this earth to fuck them and wipe 
their kids’ snotty noses. It’s pathetic.”

Despite such negative opinions, bad girls nevertheless pursue sexual 
relationships with Coyote players. To some bad girls, this pursuit is partly a 
challenge. Many enjoy briefly exercising power over the players others glorify, 
even though bad girls themselves do not. In discussing her pursuit of Coyote 
players, Lisa describes the attraction of such a challenge:

Men are all the same and baseball players are the worst I’ve 
ever seen. If he’s got a dick he might be attractive, but you 
gotta get to that point to check out the dick and then see if he
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can use i t . . .  Baseball players are like, I dunno, like, just hot.
There are only a little group around here and they’re so damn 
cocky I guess catching one’s a big challenge for me. I like 
playing with them . . .  getting them to want me, being able to 
get him up and hard and wanting me, and then shut him down 
cause I know he’s just gonna fuck some other girl tomorrow 
night. That’s just the way it goes . . .  I really don’t care what 
they do except when they’re with me . . .  I, um, I think mostly 
it just makes me know that I have to be the one that needs to 
decide if we fuck or not. I have to be the one to decide if I give 
myself to him and, uh, decide if I am getting what I want from 
him.

Similarly, Becky finds that teasing and having sex with ball players proves that 
she is their equal.

Personally, I’m out here to have a little fun and fuck with 
whoever I can. It’s not much, I guess, but I enjoy it. When 
they come to me, they treat me as an equal or we don’t play.

Since players benefit from some control over the market for sex, which 
is the most valuable commodity any individual groupie offers, bad girls enjoy 
flipping the balance of power in relationships and the exchange network, if even 
only for one encounter. Lisa and Becky reveal an understanding of the 
inequality in their exchange relationships and networks with athletes, and their 
responses to it represent the extremes of larger interpretations of their 
exchanges. Becky, like sex radical feminists, claims that a woman alone owns 
her sexuality when she exercises it on her own terms (Chapkis 1997). 
Conversely, Lisa, in accordance with radical feminists, reveals the utter futility 
of grabbing for fleeting power in imbalanced relationships and networks, 
especially while ignoring the reality that their sexual exchange with baseball 
players perpetuates the historical oppression of women (Chapkis 1997; 
LeMoncheck 1997).

A more proximate and perhaps more salient influence on bad girls’ 
relationships with players is the ballpark community. Bad girls reject the 
ballpark’s hypermasculine environment as a silly construction of people 
jockeying for power and/or wealth, focusing their power games on more 
immediate gratification. Consequently, bad girls typically prefer relationships 
with visiting players, not because they are more exotic, as Gmelch (2001) 
suggests, but because these relationships are more discreet, partially protecting 
the bad girls from the scrutiny of the ballpark community, especially wives. 
Becky finds:

Less bullshit that way. . .  We all got the same thing between 
our legs, but they [baseball players] feel like they have to 
work for it to make it worth getting. It never fails to amaze me
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how stupid men are. They all want the forbidden fruit. . .  The 
little wifey lives her little happy life in the limelight as a 
ballplayer’s wife. If she doesn’t know he fucks around on the 
road, though, she’s an idiot. I think that they’re pretty damn 
stupid! [Laughs] These guys get away with so much and the 
stupid women just let them do it, or pretend they don’t know, 
or whatever.

Bad girls direct open hostility toward players’ wives, in part because 
they find them to be partners in what Ortiz (1997) calls institutional adultery. 
The ballpark becomes a place where infidelity is status quo, which magnifies its 
atmosphere of glorifying players at the expense of women with whom they share 
long-term relationships. Bad girls understand that they may also be partners in 
the process, but see themselves as much less naive than wives (and the good 
girls who aspire to be players’ wives), because they at the very least recognize 
the relative place of women in the ballpark community. In the extreme, bad girls 
perceive their sexual adventures as rebellion against “bogus” and “repressive” 
institutions like marriage, as well as the wives, the good girls, and the ballpark 
community who perpetuate them.

Not Good or Bad: Just Groupie
Good girls and bad girls work hard to distinguish themselves from one 

another, but these efforts may be wasted on the people who are ultimately their 
exchange partners. All of our participants stated that men in general, and 
baseball players in particular, view them as sexual objects before viewing them 
as people. Collectively, the implication is startling, as the name “groupie” itself 
implies an object possessed in unison by the group, in this case the team. Audrey 
says that once a woman has the label “groupie” she is viewed as prey by all the 
men who know of her groupie title.

One guy asked me out early in the season and we went out to a 
nice dinner. After that, he came back to my apartment for a 
drink and to talk, I thought. While I was making margaritas in 
the kitchen he said that he was going out to his truck for 
something. I didn’t think anything of it cause he seemed like a 
pretty nice guy. Well, when I came back into the living room, 
he had a baseball bat in his hand. I thought it was kinda odd 
and asked him what that was for. He replied that he wanted me 
to masturbate with it, saying that that always turned him on. I 
told him to get the hell out of my home and he acted all hurt 
and offended. You know what he said to me? He said, “Well, 
you’re a groupie. Isn’t that the kind of shit that y’all do?”
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AROUND THE HORN: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This paper investigates groupies and their relationships with players of 

the Cheyenne Coyotes Double A baseball team. We discovered a clear 
dichotomy of good girl and bad girl groupies, distinguishing these groups from 
their common experience in commodifying and exchanging sexuality. The key 
distinctions between the groups lie in the rewards that each group anticipates in 
return.

Bad girls seek empowerment from their exchanges, rebelling against 
the smothering dictates of Victorian morality. While their frank sexual overtures 
disqualify them from full acceptance in the ballpark community, their exclusion 
represents their successes: They have co-opted the most important members of 
the community that others try desperately to protect. To bad girls, their actions 
eliminate the sexual double standard, allowing women the freedoms of sexual 
conquest and pleasure that men have historically enjoyed and hoarded. 
However, while bad girls’ actions challenge patriarchal standards, the 
consequences of their partnerships subtly reinforce the patriarchy their actions 
overtly reject. Men always gain more than women in the groupie-athlete 
exchange networks that house individual exchange relationships. The fleeting 
empowerment of the sexual relationships bad girls foster may simply be a sort of 
false consciousness in light of larger patterns of male dominations.

Good girls, on the other hand, embrace rather than challenge the male- 
dominated establishment that they recognize, conforming to traditional gender 
roles and codes of sexual submissiveness. As marginalized and commodified 
actors, good girl groupies utilize their sexuality to achieve a social position they 
believe can only be gained through male athletes. They enter exchange 
relationships with athletes aspiring to achieve the rewards of long-term 
relationships. While bad girls perpetuate patriarchal traditions ironically, good 
girls embrace and celebrate them. These actions may also represent a sort of 
false consciousness in light of larger patterns of male dominations.

University of Texas-Austin Connie Brownson
Texas State University Harold Dorton
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“You’ve Come a Long Way Baby”:
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An old Virginia Slims cigarette ad in the age of Betty Friedan 
professed, “You’ve come a long way, baby,” but the fact that decapitation 
advertising is alive and well in Las Vegas, Nevada, proves otherwise. Certainly, 
women in the United States can choose to work or go to school, to marry or to 
remain single, to control their biology with contraceptives or to embrace 
motherhood; there are women who are corporate CEOs or those who hold 
important positions in government and make larger salaries than some men do 
here in the 21st century in the United States. However, I believe that the concept 
of female liberation and individual empowerment is an illusion, and corporate 
America wants women to buy into the lie, so the marketing movers and shakers 
use the media to reproduce and enforce the deception. Indeed, there is a 
subversive, underground form of oppression and objectification of women in the 
media that is often overlooked because media hype about the so-called 
“empowerment” of the new, liberated woman is so pervasive.

The city where I live still displays billboards illustrating women as sex 
objects; in Las Vegas, Nevada, female sexuality is denigrated and marketed on 
every street comer. Of course, the objectification of sex workers in 
advertisements in Las Vegas is big business; after all, this is “Sin City,” the 
place that proves every day the slogan “Sex Sells,” the place where “what 
happens in Las Vegas, stays in Las Vegas” as the newest marketing slogan and 
the new Las Vegas NBC television show profess. The decapitation ad marketing 
the Palms Casino Resort that appears at the south end of the Strip/Las Vegas 
Boulevard right now is merely a cropped shot of a woman’s lips, her red- 
lipsticked mouth pursed with her manicured finger held to her lips, using Las 
Vegas’s newest slogan as its own. The hidden implication on this billboard, 
however, is that women should be silent and obedient, especially in sexual 
situations. Certainly, one would expect to see the commodification of female 
dancers and sex workers in print ads and billboards in “Sin City.”

This kind of advertising will most likely never be eradicated in this 
town. This troubles me, but more importantly, it bothers me that many women, 
and men, have become complacent because they perceive advertising as
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something that does not shape the values of the Las Vegas citizenry, that they do 
not see a need to educate our daughters, and our sons, concerning the false 
image of female/male relationships that bombards our senses daily as we drive 
to work or to the supermarket. Moreover, complacency and acquiescence look 
like approval.

The difficulty with contemporary publicity is its subtlety. It is easy for 
the consumer to be lulled into complicity with the oppressor. Although raw and 
destructive images still appear on CD covers of music for the younger 
generation, a more dangerous form of advertising exists that is not so easy to 
recognize because it hides behind the veneer of “art.” Art, as John Berger points 
out, is connected to learned assumptions about beauty, truth, and taste (11). Tom 
Bruny, the director of marketing for the Luxor Hotel and Casino, parallels the 
images that appear in the Las Vegas RA ads to the style of ads in fashion 
magazines like Vogue, as Megan Capehart observes (3). If the ad attempts to be 
artistic in some form, the ad must be innocuous. However, the decapitation 
advertisement is one type of artistically contrived publicity, with underlying 
meaning that is not apparent to the general public. Marketing that uses the 
commodification of women continues to propagate the belief that women have 
no status, that they are objects to be used and tossed aside. Because ads like 
these are banal and commonplace in U.S. culture, viewers do not react to them. 
UNLV sociology professor Kate Hausbeck notes that the advertising market has 
been so glutted with sexual images for the past 30 years that “commercial 
‘sexiness’ isn’t shocking, provocative, or original” (2). Public apathy explains in 
part why sexually provocative advertising, despite its detractors, consumes 
consumers.

For example, my classmates (New Wave or “postmodernist” generation 
feminists) in a recent gender seminar I attended at UNLV met my concerned 
assertions that contemporary objectification of women has just taken a different, 
more insidious form with exclamations that I was overreacting, that no one 
really took advertising seriously, that the “older generation” had lost its sense of 
humor and needed to “get hip” to the “brave new world” of women who do not 
have issues with corporate America or with patriarchal oppression and 
objectification, because media attempts to control women are innocuous.

Not everyone in Las Vegas, however, is as complacent about 
suggestive press. There are Nevada Concerned Citizens; Carole Gates of 
American Mothers Inc.; Shari Peterson at stopbillboardsmut@yahoo.com; and 
Mae Clark, the coordinator with “Pom Only In Zone” who protests against 
sexually suggestive and subliminal messages on Las Vegas billboards. Over 200 
protestors, including Peterson, swamped the March 2004 meeting of the five- 
member panel of the disciplining board for the Nevada Gaming Commission 
concerning the Hard Rock’s marketing strategies. Clark’s group has been 
lobbying against obscene handbills and signage situated in places where anyone 
can see them for a number of years. In addition, Michael Wixom and the Main 
Street Billboard Committee had meetings in May 2004 with the radio station

mailto:stopbillboardsmut@yahoo.com


“You*vc Come a Long Way Baby” 81

KOMP, the Hard Rock and the Palms, and Lamar Outdoor Advertising and 
Viacom, two billboard and media companies. These meetings caused change in 
Las Vegas; some billboards were removed. In response to the protests, Phil 
Shalala, marketing vice president for the Hard Rock, in connection with the 
Hard Rock Compliance Committee, stated in August 2004 that it was time “to 
move away from skin and do something different” as Liz Benston explains (1). 
On the opposite side of the controversy are Gary Peck and Allen Lichtenstein of 
the American Civil Liberties Union of Nevada who defend casinos9 
constitutional rights, weighing in on the issue by defining legal parameters in 
advertising because lawful advertising cannot be censored, as Richard N. 
Velotta observes (4).

The furor reached a crescendo about a year ago concerning a 
controversial billboard displayed on Paradise Road outside the Hard Rock prior 
to the National Finals Rodeo that advertised mechanical wild bull riding with the 
slogan “Get ready to buck all night” attached to a photo of a woman’s high- 
heeled feet, legs spread apart, with panties provocatively around her ankles. The 
woman’s face and torso were not revealed. In a May 21, 2004, article for the 
Casino City Times, Velotta revealed that the Hard Rock hotel was charged a 
$300,000 fine by the Gaming Control Board of the Nevada Gaming Commission 
in May 2004 due to a complaint filed concerning, among other charges, sexual 
content connected to their billboards (3).

The “Buck All Night” billboard and others like it are examples, in my 
opinion, of the most debilitating form of marketing: decapitation advertising. 
This is where the protestors of smut on the Las Vegas city streets are missing the 
point; nudity and the neathage (breasts that show beneath a cropped t-shirt or 
top) are not the problem. Nudity can be seen on television and in art galleries 
worldwide. Nakedness is natural. Sexuality is natural. The real issue is that as 
long as decapitation advertising is perpetuated, women in the contemporary 
world will still not achieve subjectivity. Decapitation advertising dispenses 
residual imagery from ancient civilizations, that is, the myth of the objectified 
female, the woman as commodity who is owned, controlled, bought, and sold in 
the marketplace.

“Literal” decapitation ads usually consist of pictures of women 
(although there are some decapitation advertisements containing male models in 
the contemporary U.S.) where the models have no heads and no faces and 
therefore no individual identities. The ads using female models manipulate and 
obliterate female voice; the women are “beheaded” in another way as well 
because the camera focuses on the body, reducing the individual’s humanity to 
body parts, the contemporary version of the poetic blazon.

“Figurative” decapitation advertising is another form of the same 
demeaning marketing that reveals how the subtext and function of glamour are 
distorted and manipulated through fashion’s stranglehold on female 
corporeality. Figurative decapitation advertising has the same purpose and effect 
as literal decapitation marketing—the real woman vanishes and is replaced with



82 Popular Culture Review

a male fantasy image of the woman who is all appetite, never satisfied, willing 
(usually pictured on her back), and waiting for more. In this case, the female 
model’s face does appear in the ad, but her sexually provocative facial 
expression or body pose demeans her individuality and her voice and reduces 
her to one of the stereotypes about women, namely the “bad girl.” The furor 
within the last few years in Las Vegas about neathage, especially the 
controversy over the Palms billboard on 1-15 in April 2004 as reported by Stacy 
Willis (1), and about nudity in suggestive ads in Las Vegas, misses the primary 
issue—decapitation advertising is the residue of centuries of oppression of 
women and this is the issue that ought to be addressed.

I first became aware of decapitation advertising at a conference session 
held in Los Angeles and sponsored by Media Watch of California in 1989. 
Media Watch in the United States and Canada has been around since 1984, and 
in 2005 is still “challenging racism, sexism and violence in the media through 
education and action” as their website, www.mediawatch.com, proclaims. They 
profess that “corporate-owned media will use any image or story to manipulate 
buying power and opinion, regardless of the harm engendered by their images. 
We believe people’s safety should come before profit.” I would add that female 
subjectivity should come before profit as well. The Media Watch website 
contains resource sites, current scheduled lectures in North America, and ways 
women can take action. Their “Hall of Shame” advertisement display 
graphically reveals the ways in which women are still disenfranchised in 
contemporary U.S. print advertising, in song lyrics, and in motion picture lobby 
cards. There are current ads represented that display women in supine and 
submissive body poses, women who are afraid, entrapped, helpless, frozen, 
bound and enslaved, dumbed and dumbed down, dead and drugged. The 
subjugation of women is manifested in contemporary U.S. society in insinuating 
forms through the media, including not just magazine ads and billboards, but in 
movie promos, rap song lyrics, music videos, even in children’s toys.

The activists of Media Watch are not alone in their mission to 
challenge denigrating stereotypes, to give voice back to marginalized groups. 
There are organizations like About-Face whose project is also to encourage a 
healthy skepticism about media representations and to empower young women 
to feel confident about their individuality, their abilities, and their bodies. Media 
Watch and About-Face try to counteract the four hundred to six hundred body 
image advertisements that women view per day (“Body Image” 1) and the 
harmful effect this marketing propaganda has on women. Decapitation 
advertising is not a new phenomena; it has been used to market diverse products 
including alcohol, perfume, automobiles, suntan lotion, and beauty pageants for 
decades.

There are certain conventions used in producing decapitation 
advertising. Women are posed provocatively; the shot often is cropped to just 
reveal breasts, crotch, legs, and lips. The breasts or buttocks are pushed toward 
the camera or thrust out in profile. The female models are posed with their legs

http://www.mediawatch.com
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open, straddling an object, lying back in rapture or in anticipation. The female 
model sometimes appears fearful, trying to run away from a male pursuer or rip 
herself out of his grasp; some of these photos show women who are being raped 
or in post-rape condition, re-enforcing the so-called eroticism of rape fantasy. In 
literal decapitation ads, the picture is cropped so the woman’s head is not in the 
shot or her face is obscured in some manner, so that the emphasis is the body. 
The picture may also be a shadow or silhouette of a woman’s naked body. If the 
woman’s face is displayed in figurative decapitation marketing, she appears to 
be seductively waiting for encounter; she is enraptured.

A TYPICAL DAY IN LAS VEGAS
Last week I decided to take a drive down Las Vegas Boulevard and 

some of the surrounding locale to see how much decapitation advertising is out 
there. The prolific number of decapitation ads was astounding. I believe most 
people who live in Las Vegas would agree there is denigrating advertising 
towards women, but perhaps residents do not realize how much of it really 
exists. One of the purposes of this essay is to reveal the actual amount and extent 
of these images.

The only billboard that was not a decapitation ad, figurative or literal, 
of a woman entertainer in Las Vegas was one marketing Gladys Knight’s show. 
I applaud her and her marketing department for not succumbing to the sexual 
objectification of her as a female artist. Naturally, there are many billboards for 
male artists in Las Vegas; cruising down Tropicana Avenue recently, I spied 
advertising for the song stylings of Tony Bennett, Tom Jones, George Strait, and 
Wayne Newton. The billboards were all full-face photos of these male 
entertainers from the waist up. Literal decapitation ads with male figures are rare 
although sometimes they appear in fashion magazines. There is only one 
decapitation ad of a male performer in Las Vegas at present; it appears on 
Tropicana Avenue to publicize David Copperfield’s show at the MGM Grand. 
The billboard is a cropped photo of Copperfield’s eye. Since an illusionist like 
Copperfield uses the hypnotic effect of visual manipulation to create onstage 
spectacles, the billboard revealing just the illusionist’s eye empowers rather than 
denigrates his abilities. The visual power of literal decapitation advertisement in 
this case complements the illusionist’s powers and enhances Copperfield’s 
appeal and mystery rather than disenfranchising him.

In Las Vegas, male entertainers like the ones just mentioned, or local 
favorites like Clint Holmes or Lance Burton, are usually marketed in full-face 
photos, because the entertainer is recognizable and this is what sells tickets. This 
is true of female artists as well although even famous female stars appear in 
decapitation ads. One of comedian Rita Rudner’s billboards has her posed on the 
floor with her legs open, positioned in a split. She is on her elbows, lounging 
forward. Of course, there is humor in her crazy pose, in her imitation or ridicule 
of other female sex workers advertisements in Las Vegas, but female celebrities
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have a responsibility to not reinforce age-old objectification of women, to insist 
that their marketing departments find other ways to market them.

The current advertisement for Celine Dion’s musical show at Caesar’s 
Palace is a case in point; it is a literal decapitation ad, a golden silhouette of her 
body stance standing in a sea of reddish-orange flames. Dion appears to be very 
conscious of women’s issues (in print and television segments produced about 
her) and yet here is an ad for her show that reinforces stereotypes. First of all, 
the silhouette is a caricature; her silhouette is exaggeratedly pencil thin. Granted, 
Dion is tall and slender; she has the body of a dancer, long arms and legs. Yet 
her billboard reinforces a contemporary trend concerning body image—the 
female image is shrinking.

The Las Vegas showgirl is the epitome of ideal beauty. Yet, most of the 
showgirls are not as voluptuous as their representatives on billboards would 
have us believe. Las Vegas showgirls reflect a trend in female body image that 
has been slowly decreasing for decades. Since 1959, according to Londa 
Schiebinger, the average weight and hip size for women in Playboy magazine 
centerfolds has decreased steadily (419); the average Miss America weighed 134 
pounds in the mid-twentieth century and now weighs less than 117 pounds, as 
Bruce Arrigo chronicles (251). Schiebinger brings to light that the pop culture 
icon of American beauty, the Barbie doll, has gotten smaller and smaller since 
her creation; her measurements, if reconfigured into that of a full-size woman, 
are “very thin—far from anything approaching the norm” (399). One might say 
this reflects a trend in the past 50 years towards healthier eating and lifestyle, 
but I do not think that is what is really happening. In contrast, the ideal male 
form in print media, in film, in videogames, and in children’s toys has become 
ultra muscular, has bulked up and increased in size (Tough Guise). For example, 
male dolls of Luke Skywalker and Han Solo from the Star Wars franchise are 
bigger and more muscular than they were when the first Star Wars movie first 
appeared on U.S. movie screens. Another good example of this are the 
billboards in Las Vegas that advertise the Thunder from Down Under (at the 
Excalibur) and Chippendales, The Show (at the Rio), all have full figure shots 
emphasizing the men’s broad shoulders and hardened, muscular upper torsos.

Sociological scholars believe that men in positions of power in society 
assert models of masculinity through marketing when the male populace feels 
they are losing control of women. Women who are small are easier to control; 
manipulating a smaller body image for women in marketing challenges and 
diminishes female voice by erasing women, making them figuratively disappear. 
Since women are demanding more “space” in terms of equality of opportunity, 
there is a corresponding demand culturally for women to “shrink.”

The feminist movement in the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first 
centuries has focused on women’s independent spirit, on equal pay for equal 
work, and on women’s rights. This explains in part the perpetuation of sexually 
objectifying ads, ads showing female body images in proportions that most 
women could not possibly attain. Denigrating advertising in Las Vegas—
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decapitation ads, handbills, lobby cards, and billboards—mirror a national trend, 
exclaiming that women still do not own or control their bodies despite the 
marketing gimmicks and jingles and television commercials that assert that 
women are free agents.

In addition, Celine Dion’s figure in this marketing strategy is standing 
on a sea of flames. I am certain her fans would assert with conviction that Dion 
is a “hot” property in many respects, and I do not contest this idea, but a woman 
with superior financial stability, with many media connections, and in a position 
of power like Dion whose main feature of power is her voice should be 
concentrating her advertising on emphasizing the freedom of female voice in the 
contemporary world rather than on images that connect the female populace to 
women burned at the stake for their religious beliefs (or because society labeled 
them a witch) in times past or to the east Indian practice of suttee. The sea of fire 
is also reminiscent of the Miltonic version of Satan’s fall in Paradise Lost tied to 
the image of Eve’s relationship with Satan in the Garden of Eden that caused the 
original sin and fall of mankind. Eve’s appetites and those of her descendants 
were thereafter controlled by men. Although Celine Dion and her marketing 
staff may not intend for these meanings to be attached to her show marquis, 
nonetheless the subtext is there.

There are many other debilitating ads with female images in Las Vegas. 
There is a billboard for the Hard Rock Hotel and Casino, whose marketing is 
always overtly sexual, that has a woman lying face down on a casino poker 
table, propped up on her elbows and eating as her male partner rests his poker 
hand on her sweaty, naked body. I pass this billboard every time I round the 
Thomas and Mack arena so that I can turn on Harmon and do research in 
UNLV’s Lied Library. It is in an area that has an extremely high volume of 
traffic to McCarran Airport and UNLV. The ad’s slogan reads “Keep your mind 
on the game.” Indeed, the game in Las Vegas advertising is to make as much 
money as possible from denigrating pictures of women used to sell products and 
services and to keep the public’s “mind” on their average lives that are not full 
of sexual adventure and risk.

Another noticeable example of decapitation advertising is a local 
billboard that has been in prominent display in Las Vegas for a number of years 
which markets the topless revue Crazy Girls, performed at the Riviera Hotel and 
Casino; a chorus line of girls wearing nothing but thongs are shown 
photographed from the back so that their faces are hidden with the 
accompanying slogan “No IFs, ANDs, O R . . . ” The exotic dancers’ sexuality 
(their “butts,” luscious manes of hair, long legs, and high heels) is the main 
focus of the advertisement; on a television program showcasing Las Vegas 
dancers called Las Vegas—Adults Only, Karen Raider, the production manager 
of Crazy Girls at the Riviera, explained that the girls are judged and chosen for 
the topless revue based on whether they have what the industry considers to be a 
beautiful body. The billboard originally appeared on Flamingo Road, but when 
the casino purchased billboard space near City Hall, it became an issue. The
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Riviera refused to remove the billboard and City Hall acquiesced. The Riviera 
erected a bronze sculpture of the Crazy Girls derrieres on the Strip in front of 
the casino; patrons walk by and rub the bronze image for good luck. George 
Knapp and the National Organization for Women did protest the sculpture, as 
Capehart observes (3).

A current billboard displayed at Bally’s Las Vegas is similar; it shows a 
chorus girl in headdress and rhinestone attire, clad in expensive furs and a thong 
and very little else, shot once again from the back so that the woman’s face is 
nonexistent or shot in profile with the woman’s face in shadow and her buttocks 
thrust towards the camera. Another billboard resembling the Bally’s marquee is 
currently displayed on Tropicana Avenue advertising the showgirls from the 
Follies Bergere show at the Tropicana Resort and Casino; the showgirl’s face is 
de-emphasized and her body is clad in a black and red feather headdress, boa 
and g-string; her bare back and nearly naked posterior is of primary focus; in 
other words, everything that connotes sexuality. As Las Vegas historian Mike 
Weatherford indicates, “the female anatomy has been a Cadillac feature of 
Vegas from the earliest days, a running, ubiquitous design scheme embracing 
everything from the anonymous cocktail waitress to the highest-paid showroom 
star” (219).

Decapitation advertising is about anonymity. The high-paid star draws 
tickets by having her face displayed in the publicity stills. The models for 
decapitation advertising are nameless bodies with no identification and that’s the 
whole point. In addition, although the stereotypical image of the showgirl 
depicts a voluptuous body, the opposite is actually the case. The irony is that 
although contemporary showgirls and exotic dancers are depicted in 
decapitation advertising as nothing but appetite, in actuality, they have to strictly 
control their appetite if they want to keep their jobs. As the company manager, 
Fluff le Cocque, explains, the dancers in the popular, well-respected revue Donn 
Arden’s Jubilee who cannot keep their bodies within the guidelines are 
terminated at every six-month contract renewal review. Weatherford sums up 
the female sex workers’ situation: “Vegas is a city that consumes women” (240).

Ninety-nine percent of the decapitation advertising in Las Vegas uses 
Caucasian female models. However, there are women of color who appear in 
some of the ads. In addition, decapitation ads containing models who are not 
Caucasian are doubly problematic; the ad debilitates the model because she is a 
minority in two respects: gender and race. One of the women in the Riviera’s 
“butt” ad is a black woman. Decapitation advertising appears on the side of the 
Stardust Resort and Casino where Siegfried and Roy’s new production Havana 
Nightclub is playing. The billboard spanning a good portion of the tall hotel 
features a Cuban woman’s torso coming out of a conga drum, her bare back with 
a thin bra strap facing the viewer, her face partially covered because she is in 
profile. She has a pouty facial expression with eyes closed. The male Cuban 
dancer next to her is facing forward to the viewer so that his face and body are 
seen in full.
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One of the billboards for the show Zumanity features a nude man and 
woman intertwined in each other’s arms. The scene is misty and the shot would 
be romantic except that the woman appears to be trying in vain to free herself 
from the man’s embrace, straining away from him. Another Zumanity ad is a 
fogged photo of a man and woman in theatrical makeup giggling over female 
genital “lack” or castration. Just east a few blocks on Tropicana there is a 
billboard promoting MGM Studio 54 of a tall blond with long legs dancing 
wildly, her hair whipping around and obscuring her face. The ad for Gilley’s Bar 
at the New Frontier Hotel and Casino depicts a female country dancer in a 
cowboy hat; she is pulling the hat down over her eyes with her chin down so that 
little of her face is apparent except for her pursed lips. Even the ad on the 
sidewall of The Venetian Resort Hotel and Casino, which uses famous artwork, 
is decapitation marketing. There is a painting of a Renaissance minstrel, very 
realistically portrayed in vivid colors and full face to the viewer, which contrasts 
with a painting of a French can-can dancer out of focus, facing profile with 
indistinct features and clothing.

A marquee on the sidewall of the New York-New York Hotel and 
Casino facing Las Vegas Boulevard displays a woman lying on her stomach, 
naked except for a white towel draped over her derriere. The woman’s head is 
not in the picture. It is an advertisement for the MGM/Mirage spa with the 
slogan, “Don’t move a muscle.” The slogan is a double-entendre, but it is so 
subtle that passersby would miss the underlying meaning if they were not 
thinking critically. On the surface, it appears that the marketing gimmick simply 
entreats those who want to relax to come spend an enjoyable day at their spa. 
However, underneath that message is the concept that women are supposed to 
lie still and take it, in rape or in any other sexual situation. On the surface, this 
advertisement appears harmless enough. Yet it carries with it baggage from 
thousands of years of female abuse. This is inappropriate on so many levels, 
especially as a role model for young women.

The lobby card displayed near the entrance to Club Paradise, a 
gentleman’s strip club featuring exotic dancers in Las Vegas, displays a 
woman’s body all in shadow. This is another form of decapitation marketing 
gimmick where the woman’s head disappears into the body and she is nothing 
but silhouette, shrouded in mystery. A similar technique is used with live 
dancers at Caesar’s Palace Shadow Bar where female nude dancers perform 
only in shadow behind screens. The woman is anonymous, without individual 
identity or agency because her face is never disclosed. The manipulation of 
female body image is a form of veiling. Veiling is erotic. Exotic dancers show it 
all in only very staged, closeted venues, in dark, smoky lighting, using feathers 
and gimmicks.

Greg Thompson, producer of Harrah’s Las Vegas production Skintight, 
asserts that the male dancers are judged in the same manner as female dancers in 
Las Vegas: whether the male dancers exhibit the stereotypical, physical 
manifestations of masculinity just as the women are judged on femininity. The
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decapitation ad for Skintight shows a woman’s nude body from the neck to the 
waist, wearing little more than an elaborate, jeweled necklace; her body appears 
through blinds that the woman is opening to reveal just certain parts of her 
anatomy and concealing others. Dancing nude is not the epitome of woman as 
sex object, but the marketing of her is.

CONCLUSION
There are two literal decapitation advertisements in plain view in Las 

Vegas right now which could be considered acceptable: one on Rancho Drive 
and the other on Sahara Avenue. The radio station 92.3-FM, KOMP (The Rock) 
has two billboards that display an overweight, very hairy man. In one 
advertisement, the man’s torso, including a flabby gut, is holding a pair of dice 
over his nipples, just like the Hard Rock Hotel’s billboard from the summer of 
2003 which showed a showgirl’s nude torso in a similar pose with a caption that 
read “We sell used dice.” The second KOMP ad shows only the man’s bare back 
and his butt crack. This clever marketing strategy satirizes decapitation 
advertising in general and Las Vegas billboards in particular by playing on the 
fact that advertisers consider only the female body beautiful to be appropriate 
fare for these advertisements. Real people’s bodies, the bodies of the majority of 
consumers, and male bodies in particular, are not usually the subject of 
objectification. Of course, KOMP was also making a biting statement 
concerning being skewered by the Gaming Commission in the spring of 2004 
for their suggestive billboards, but the subtext about decapitation ads, intentional 
or not, is what is most significant about these billboards.

Humor is the first step to awareness; activism is the second step. To 
counteract the debilitating propaganda of decapitation marketing of women in 
Las Vegas, we must go outside the world of academic discussion and 
“intellectual neutrality,” as Annette Kolodny defines it. Corporeal resistance and 
transgression, embracing the heterogeneous body image by and for all women, 
is a step in the right direction. There is no feminist revolution and there is no 
female subjectivity if we continue to be slaves to the ultra-visible body of 
marketing and its obsession with the female body invisible.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas Melanie Ann Hanson
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American Paradox:
Young Black Men

By Renford Reese
Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 2004

As a committed social activist, evidenced by his creation of the 
Colorful Flags Human Relations Module—a multilingual, multicultural 
education initiative—Renford Reese and American Paradox envision a brighter 
tomorrow for today’s young black male population. According to Reese, the 
process of inculcating hope and engendering successful futures must begin with 
a rejection of the prevailing stereotypes about their existence, the stereotypes 
that black men embrace, to their detriment. The battle as established in 
American Paradox is for the soul of black masculinity. In essence, to paraphrase 
a famous question about racial identity from the Harlem Renaissance, how shall 
the black man in America be defined/portrayed?

Reese, then, establishes two sites of analysis in the American Paradox: 
how American culture (pop, criminal justice system, professional athletics, etc.) 
views black men (external appearance, demeanor, gangsta-thug image); and how 
black men view themselves. Individuals such as Tupac, Mike Tyson, etc. 
use/embody these stereotypes to achieve personal success. In this regard, then, 
American Paradox is part of an ongoing intellectual conversation about black 
masculinity, and Reese’s voice can be added to that of Steve Estes, Maurice O. 
Wallace, Scott Paulson-Bryant, Don Belton, Trey Ellis, bell hooks, Michael Eric 
Dyson, Cornel West, and others who write about the construction of black 
masculinity and its societal implications.

Reese points out that one factor separating his work from the body of 
existing scholarship in this area is the inclusion of quantifiable data gathered 
from a survey of 756 African American males ages 13 to 19 from the Atlanta 
and Los Angeles regions. While the information is intriguing, the limited scope 
of Reese’s research undermines one’s ability to extrapolate African American 
male responses in the main. In one portion of the survey, each respondent rated 
(on a scale of 1 to 3—which seems too small for an adequate measurement) 
seven black male icons (Tupac Shakur, Will Smith, Tiger Woods, Allen Iverson, 
David Robinson, Kobe Bryant, and Mike Tyson) as to their perceived “realness” 
or “fakeness.” In the chapter “Black Icons,” Reese presents a sampling of the 
responses (seven participants) gathered in the 2002 survey.

Conspicuously absent, however, is a clear sense of the survey’s 
methodology. Was this a “closed” survey or was there room to collect data 
Reese did not think to ask? There is also little indication that Reese 
systematically interpreted this portion of the survey. In fairness, chapter 11, 
“Redefining Authenticity,” provides analysis of other parts of the survey and
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Reese mentions several of the icons (in brief) in earlier chapters. Nevertheless, 
the reader is left with far too many unanswered questions and a desire for a more 
directed analysis of the “Black Icons” portion of Reese’s survey. Though Reese 
states that he found no “significant disparities in responses between regions,” 
one is left to wonder if that would be so if the survey were distributed in the 
Northeast corridor, or in the Midwest, or in the Plains. David Robinson and 
Mike Tyson could not be more different in their backgrounds and in their public 
personas, and yet they are separated by a paltry seven-tenths of a point in terms 
of their “fakeness,” with Tyson more often categorized as “fake.” Reese 
concludes that young black men far too frequently (and to negative ends) 
embrace the gangsta-thug image as representative of black manhood. Given this, 
one would expect that Mike Tyson would be categorized as “real.” In this case, 
B does not necessarily follow A. What conclusion, if any, can be drawn from 
this? The data’s perplexity leaves the reader wanting more.

American Paradox focuses on black masculinity—how it is narrowly 
defined and the necessity to expand that definition. Reese’s critique is not 
limited to how others perceive that masculinity but rather places great 
importance on the black male’s embrace of that definition. Reese posits that 
black maleness is defined externally; he argues that manhood should be defined 
internally: according to the content of one’s character. He warns that “black men 
who enthusiastically embrace the narrowly constructed stereotypes of black 
masculinity will continue to be degraded, victimized, and oppressed” (58). 
American Paradox is an appeal to acknowledge the problems facing young 
black men; it is a claim that one cause of those problems derives internally from 
a skewed notion of black masculinity; it is a warning of continued 
marginalization in light of this negative self-definition; and lastly, it is a clarion 
call to “reconstruct and passionately embrace new concepts of black male 
authenticity” (207).

As Reese discusses, black men have always had a prominent place in 
American society, good or bad. This centrality far too often was a reflection of 
fear and a desire for dominance. It is also the result of enormous talent, skill, and 
success (Thurgood Marshall, Colin Powell, Michael Jordan, Tiger Woods, and 
Ben Carson, to list a few). As Reese states, “because of his high profile and his 
systemic vilification, the black man remains the great American Paradox” (206). 
American Paradox is part of an important struggle: a struggle for the minds, 
bodies, and spirits of young black men. It is a fight that the nation cannot afford 
to lose.

Sharon Moore, University of Nevada, Las Vegas
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The Quieted Voice:
The Rise and Demise of 

Localism in American Radio
By Robert L. Hilliard and Michael C. Keith 

Southern Illinois University Press, 2005

In The Quieted Voice, authors Hilliard and Keith provide a report on 
the deregulation of radio in the United States, which became nearly complete in 
the 1990s. The book focuses mainly on the history of radio regulations, which 
began almost as soon as radio was bom. The Communications Acts of 1927 and 
1934 started the process, which by 2005 had resulted in the conglomeration of 
radio, and television, ownership.

“Radio began as a local phenomenon, bringing information, then 
education, music and the arts, culture and entertainment to the communities in 
which radio stations were located” (p. 1). Today, the music played on radio 
stations has a good chance of originating from hundreds of miles away. Playlists 
have become increasingly short, as the authors point out, despite promises and 
assertions from big radio companies that major deregulation allowed by the 
Telecommunication Act of 1996 would result in more diversity on radio. While 
some companies, such as the oft-mentioned Clear Channel, have included some 
semblance of diversity in the form of added formats like hip-hop and 
“alternative,” radio listeners commonly complain about hearing the “same 
songs,” a sentiment that reflects the continued “homogenization” of radio that 
began when television came along.

Regarding radio content, the authors do not go into musical formats or 
their history in great depth, nor the effects of broadcasting on popular culture, 
per se. The critical issue discussed by the authors revolves around censorship 
and the editorial influence of big business on what radio companies allow or 
encourage their stations to broadcast. Since it’s cheaper to hire one program 
director for several stations in an area, rather than one at each station, playlists 
have become uniform, and rather than hiring a staff to operate each station, 
automation has replaced the local deejay. Indeed, the authors cite an example of 
police trying to contact a local radio station to warn listeners of an accident, only 
to find no one was there to answer the phone.

Because the bottom line serves as the raison d'etre of media 
conglomerates, variety and localism have fallen by the wayside, indeed, have 
even been methodically eliminated. For example, “Clear Channel is regularly 
accused of limiting playlists, favoring artists who tour through the company’s 
concert wing. It denies such favoritism,” contend the authors (p. 142). 
Additionally, political concerns affect what we now hear on the radio, as the 
authors assert. The “myth” of liberal media meets the reality of 
“overwhelmingly conservative” media ownership and control, as companies ban
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artists who oppose the conservative agenda or certain presidential 
administrations. Clear Channel stations, for example, banned the Dixie Chicks, a 
country music group, because of the group’s opposition to the Iraq war.

Hilliard and Keith also describe the effects of new technologies such as 
satellite radio and the Internet, offering readers two views concerning radio 
content: either these new technologies will help to homogenize all radio content 
and eliminate local services, or they will increase diversity through 
narrowcasting, the targeting of certain audiences with specialized formats.

One can surmise that, as in the case of the history of radio, media 
conglomeration will probably continue, with results reflecting the number one 
concern of broadcasting (which, at its essence is still a business): profits at the 
expense of locally produced programming.

Erika Engstrom, University of Nevada, Las Vegas
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Appendix A

“The Wine Menagerie” 
by Hart Crane

Invariably when wine redeems the sight,
Narrowing the mustard scansion of the eyes,
A leopard ranging always in the brow 
Asserts a vision in the slumbering gaze.
Then glozening decanters that reflect the street 
Wear me in crescents on their bellies. Slow 
Applause flows into liquid cynosures:
—I am conscripted to their shadows’ glow.
Against the imitation onyx wainscotting 
(Painted emulsion of snow, eggs, yam, coal, manure) 
Regard the forceps of the smile that takes her. 
Percussive sweat is spreading to his hair. Mallets 
Her eyes, unmake an instant of the world.
What is in the heap the serpent pries,
Whose skin, facsimile of time, unskeins 
Octagon, sapphire transepts round the eyes;
—From whom some whispered carillon assures 
Speed to the arrow into feathered skies?
Sharp to the window-pane guile drags a face,
And as the alcove of her jealousy recedes
An urchin who has left the snow
Nudges a canister across the bar
While August meadows somewhere clasp his brow.
Each chamber, transept, coins some squint,
Remorseless line, minting their separate wills—
Poor streaked bodies wreathing up and out, 
Unwitting the stigma that each turn repeals:
Between black tusks the roses shine!
New thresholds, new anatomies! Wine talons 
Build freedom up about me and distill 
This competence—to travel in a tear 
Sparkling alone, within another’s will.
Until my blood dreams a receptive smile 
Wherein new purities are snared; where chimes 
Before some flame of gaunt repose a shell 
Tolled once, perhaps, by every tongue in hell. 
Anguished, the wit that cries out of me:
Alas,—these frozen billows of your skill!
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Invent new dominoes of love and bile...
Ruddy, the tooth implicit of the world
Has followed you. Though in the end you know
And count some dim inheritance of sand,
How much yet meets the treason of the snow. 
“Rise from the dates and crumbs. And walk away, 
Stepping over Holofemes’ shins—
Beyond the wall, whose severed head floats by 
With Baptist John’s. Their whispering begins.
“—And fold your exile on your back again; 
Petrushka’s valentine pivots on its pin.”
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