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Preface

Socrates said that madness was preferable to ‘sober sense’ because
‘madness comes from the Gods, whereas sober sense is merely
human’; which seems to suggest that whatever madness is, its status
and benefits or otherwise have been discussed for thousands of
years. But more often than not these discussions and analysis strug-
gle or collapse under the problems of defining what madness is.
The idea behind this book is certainly neither to enter into the fray
of defining madness, nor even look to its positive or negative
attributes. If a book can have an origin (and it would seem that a
book actually enmeshes many points of different origins) then the
origin of this book was not madness but the spectator and mean-
ing. Two motivations behind the book perhaps illustrate this best.

The first emerged from a desire to consider how meaning and
knowledge operate in cinema, and in particular why some things
seem meaningful and others do not, and how such a status
changes across time or spectators. ‘Meaningful’ indicates a range
of things here: why do we recall some elements of a film and not
others (that is, do they seem more important or memorable
because they are what is remembered)? Why do we notice a certain
image that we had missed before (that is, something stands out
now but on first viewing it was in effect invisible)? Why do we cry
and laugh and recoil in fear from elements within a film (that is,
why do we react as if there is an element of reality in films)? Why
do some films seem to have ‘greater’ meaning than others (that is,
why do we see meaning in some things and not others, how do
certain films gain and keep such a status)? All of these seem to be
questions revolving around the idea of meaning. The idea of
knowledge is closely tied to this, and in order to make some sense
of meaning we also need to understand how some things can come
to stand as ‘knowledge’.

In order to consider this idea of meaning and knowledge I
chose to look at its other, madness. The strategy behind this was
that any attempt to examine meaning always gets caught up in the
very processes it is attempting to engage in. Madness is meaning
and knowledge outside of themselves. Madness, then, is not a lack
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or absence of meaning, rather it is another version of meaning that
for some reason or other has been placed in a special category of
otherness. Similarly, madness is something that happens to knowl-
edge, for madness produces a special type of knowledge. This is
precisely what happens to cinema and its relationship to meaning.
So, in these terms, madness and cinema share a certain position in
terms of meaning. They actually allow us to take up a different
position in order to work through issues of meaning and knowl-
edge.

This leads to the second motivation. Cinema incites a certain
position in order to exist. This book argues that we must take up
madness in order to become a spectator, and only in doing so does
cinema become possible. (Of course the same line of argument
could be applied to the other arts, but cinema is the interest here).
We have all experienced the effect of being in a large cinema,
filled with a receptive audience. This is the film moment of
hundreds of people as they are living out various emotions; their
sorrow and happiness become tangible, their anguish and frustra-
tion palpable. Of course this is nothing new – the ancient Greeks
spoke of theatre in this sense and there have been countless theo-
ries and accounts of such experiences – and there is nothing star-
tling in observing how an audience (or individual) reacts to a film.
But it seems, especially within this context of meaningfulness, that
this socially sanctioned act of madness that everyone performs is
an essential part of being a spectator. The idea, then, became to
see if madness and the spectator could be used to think about
cinema and meaning.

Is this a book about psychoanalytic theory and cinema? In some
ways it is, but only in the sense that it would like to push the unfin-
ished business of this coupling in another direction. And in some
ways it is not, for it has at its heart this issue of how the spectator is
formed through the insertion of a different type of knowledge –
that is, the knowledge from madness. For this reason, this book is
concerned with ideas that come from outside of the psychoanalytic
field, whilst at the same time exploring some of the key issues and
concepts from Freud and Lacan. Ultimately, however, it is a book
that looks to the madness of knowledge and meaning through the
eyes of the spectator as he and she enjoy the immensity of cinema.

xii MADNESS AND CINEMA



CHAPTER 1

Madness and
Cinematisation

Aren’t you sometimes afraid of going mad? Judge Schreber

A certain type of contextualising
There are many ways to approach a topic such as cinema and
madness, but the concerns here can be reduced to two – the oper-
ation of meaning and the construction of the spectator. We will
come back to these in a moment, but for now it is important to
acknowledge the context in which all of this will take place. In
many ways the frame of reference for what follows is how we
might use psychoanalysis in the understanding of cinema. Since
the mid 1970s – with the influence of Metz’s psychoanalytic
approach to cinema, the publication of numerous articles in
Screen exploring Freudian theory and film, and the rise of psycho-
analytically-influenced feminist theory in the USA and UK –
psychoanalytic approaches to cinema have played a key part in film
studies. Furthermore, psychoanalysis has proved to be remarkably
adaptable to other approaches (including feminism and gender
studies, cultural theory, and so on) until we reach the current state
of affairs where there are a broad number of critical approaches
either directly or indirectly influenced by psychoanalytic theories.
Part of the rationale for this book is to try and push these
approaches further, not so much by engaging with them, but by
developing a new line of interpretation.

Of course, what such historical developments have yielded is far
from homogeneous and we must always be cautious of over-gener-
alising. There is much disagreement and debate and a great deal
of contestation in the theories of cinema and psychoanalysis. But
this is always a good sign of ongoing thought. It is important to
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note that the fundamental approach here is to return to the
primary texts of psychoanalysis – mostly Freud and Lacan – as well
as two of the key thinkers of critical theory in recent times, Derrida
and Foucault. Freud and Lacan legitimise themselves in any
psychoanalytic study, so their presence here hardly needs defend-
ing. Derrida and Foucault are used for two reasons. They have
both written major contributions on the underlying themes of this
book (that of meaning and madness) and add different perspec-
tives, thus avoiding some of the limitations of a ‘straight’ psycho-
analytic approach. The second reason they are considered here is
that they allow the development of this new approach to cinema to
take place because they are both commentators on psychoanalysis
itself. In other words, they work both with psychoanalytic concerns
as well as outside of them. In this way, the aim here is not to simply
conflate the four figures, or even to see them as necessarily sharing
a common aim. Foucault and Derrida provide a sort of outsider’s
perspective to the central projects of Freud. Lacan, on the other
hand, works as a key thinker of psychoanalysis, but is also a
commentator on psychoanalysis. The self-reflexivity of Lacan, in
this way, can be employed in a similar way to the framing ideas of
Derrida and Foucault. Finally, all four thinkers demonstrate
remarkably consistent desires to analyse knowledge and meaning,
within and outside of their own areas of reference.

This ‘return’ to these four figures of critical theory is important
for another reason. It would be wrong to think that all has been
gleaned from their ideas, especially in terms of the analysis of
cinema. There is still much work to be done in terms of develop-
ing a psychoanalytic approach to cinema, and its foundations
reside in the primary texts. What is at stake here is to continue to
test the validity of the ideas of Freud, Lacan, Foucault, and Derrida
in terms of cinema. But what is of even greater significance is to
develop a different sort of perspective on the operation of mean-
ing in film, and the construction of the spectator. For it is in these
two aspects of cinema that this book will argue that to be a specta-
tor of a film is to experience madness; that this madness is a neces-
sary requirement of watching all films.

This idea of the madness of the spectator is an attempt to
advance current psychoanalytic approaches to cinema. This is why
the book revisits the idea of the spectator and attempts to prob-
lematise its status and operation. The cinema spectator is seen
here as a deeply unstable and tumultuous position, required to
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abandon the certainties of the everyday. As we shall note in a
moment, the spectator is compared to the hysteric, neurotic, and
psychotic in an attempt to witness the madness involved in watch-
ing a film. And, in the same way, meaning is also seen as an unsta-
ble process, constantly being formulated, broken down and
resisted, only to be reformulated.

Sometimes it is easier, or clearer, to define something by what it
is not, or by what it does not attempt to do, and in the spirit of that
thought this book is not about the representation of madness in
cinema. Certainly, this would have been a different task, and one
with its own agendas and rewards. And there are moments in the
book where the representation of madness will be taken up as a
conceptual issue as well as to provide examples for the various
points of discussion. However, what is ultimately at stake here is the
issue of meaning; of how something comes to be seen as meaning-
ful and something else as meaningless; and of how such categories
can, under certain circumstances, seem to interchange with rela-
tive ease; and of how some meanings are more resistant to change
than others. Within this agenda rests a whole range of questions,
including: what are the devices that allow something to have mean-
ing? How is the sense of meaningfulness established and
sustained? What is it to contest meaning outside of itself? Who,
within all the competing, interpretative voices gets to articulate
meaning louder than anyone else? And which images, within the
multiple sites of spectatorship, of a film seem to have and carry
meaning more than others?

To address such questions, and the unending roll of others
attached to them, this book has turned to meaning’s opposite –
madness. For, in the seeming collapse of meaning systems (such as
is any form of language, including the visual), we find mirrors held
aloft. Read any system that attempts to understand madness, to put
understanding in madness – and psychoanalysis is the obvious one
– and what we find is not a dismissal of ‘this is madness and there-
fore meaningless’, but rather that there is meaning of a different
sort here. If madness is not meaninglessness, and instead offers a
different type of meaning, then we come closer to understanding
how anything can be seen as meaningful by looking at its opposite.
If this seems like a dialectical approach, well perhaps in a Hegelian
spirit of things it could be seen as such. Certainly Hegel’s idea that
things contain their own opposites within themselves, constantly
finding themselves on the verge of sliding into their own other, is
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viable here. This is the dialectic of profound otherness, where what
emerges as contrariety shares a commonality. Hegel’s famous
‘[Life] wins its truth only when, in utter dismemberment, it finds
itself’ (Hegel 1977: 19) echoes this sentiment. Here, we look for
how the sense of truth (as meaning) finds itself through the
dismembering forces of madness.

This, then, is the first motivation for this book – the presiding
of meaning through the upheaval of madness; the production of
meaning in and through madness; and the sense that in madness
there resides an otherness of meaning. There is a second motiva-
tion that is developed alongside this. This is the madness involved
in becoming a spectator as we watch a film. Here we encounter a
different set of problems. We are primarily concerned with the
intersection of philosophical issues, psychoanalysis, and film
theory in order to re-examine the formation and function of the
cinematic spectator. This is the idea that the act of spectating is a
form of madness. This will be worked at through three interpreta-
tive models – the spectator as neurotic, psychotic, and hysteric.
Before we outline these ideas a note should be made of the overall
structure of the book.

Some notes on the structure of the book
In the language of art there is a type of painting that consists of
three panels – the triptych – with a series of companion images
running underneath called the predella (often this depicted the
lives of the saints). There is a sense of the triptych here, with the
two ‘side’ panel chapters – Representing the Impossible and The Limits
to Knowledge – taking up issues central to the cinema apparatus1

and its relationship to madness. The first of these two chapters will
look at the impossibility of representing madness. Such impossi-
bility comes to be seen as a necessary attribute of madness; in other
words, for it to be madness, there is an almost necessary resistance
to any form of representation. Part of this is when the impossible
itself is seen as madness. The chapter will also consider how
cinema has utilised aspects, stories, and images from the extraor-
dinarily long history of madness, which includes all its discourses,
to form its own representational processes. In this way, cinema can
be seen as part of a continuation of the stories of madness, both
retaining the past and inventing its own representational forms.
Finally, the chapter will argue that an inherent and necessary
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attribute of all forms of madness (particularly in the ways of repre-
sentation) is resistance. Madness thus comes to be seen as consti-
tuting all those sites of resistance and impossibility. Madness
subsumes its own representational and interpretative difficulties so
they become part of the overall process. Madness is what cannot be
done.

The Limits to Knowledge, the other side to this triptych, will offer
another aspect to this quality of resistance. For here we witness no
less than the ways in which both madness and cinema contest and
produce knowledge. We arrive at this not simply as a comparative
statement (that madness and cinema do similar things to contest
the idea of knowledge), but that there is a certain madness in
cinema’s potential beyond knowledge. Cinema, in these terms, is
more than its film texts – it is a relational process of knowledge and
meaning produced through the formation of the spectator. Just as
madness can be seen as knowledge’s other and a site of resistance,
so cinema can present us with other knowledges, becoming a resis-
tance to meaning through them. How we get to such a position is
the third image in this triptych – the central panel (to continue the
analogy). This is what is termed here the becoming spectator.

We deploy this term becoming spectator to indicate that there is a
continuous, unsettling, perhaps even disjointed, process that
cinema invites. This is not the complacent spectator of pleasure (to
parallel Barthes’ idea of the reader) but a spectating position
caught up in resistance, impossibilities, and at the limits of knowl-
edge so that the only comparable position to it is madness. How
much we would want to liken this to a sort of implied spectator (via
phenomenology2) is open for discussion. This is avoided here
because what is at stake are the processes of becoming a spectator,
as it follows that madness requires madness. To argue for a site that
can be prescribed as such would seem to go against the spirit of
what is being posited here. The site of madness and the spectator
is perhaps just as impossible to articulate as madness itself is. If
there is a predella to this triptych, it is the lives of the spectator in
the turbulent contexts of neurosis, psychosis, and hysteria.

It is important to note that these three types of madness are
used to explore relationships between the spectator and the film.
This includes a range of issues that are relevant to madness, the
site of spectatorship, and cinema itself. A significant part of this
includes the moments of blurring between reality and fantasy, and
the issues of created world orders and the structure of the real;
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transgression, ethics and beauty as the cinema spectator chal-
lenges, and is forced to challenge, systems of moral positioning
and desire; the textual structuring of cinema that allows it to
construct madness out of a vast range of images and sources, at the
same time participating in them and operating outside of them.
How we can come to utilise such specific and identifiable terms
(from the discourse of psychoanalysis) will be taken up in a
moment.

The predella, then, is not about distancing madness, but about
aligning cinema – one of the dominant forms of textuality of our
times – with it. This is to suggest that it is only through a version of
madness that being a cinematic spectator is at all possible. The
idea here is that cinema demands a certain commitment, and the
spectator undertakes a certain relationship to the film, that can be
read as a type of madness. Without madness cinema would not
make sense, could never be seen as meaningful or having knowl-
edge. We, as spectators – the neurotic, psychotic, hysteric spectator
– can only make sense of cinema through the madness that over-
takes us at the time of watching the film, of recalling its moments,
reacting to its narratives, and thinking/talking about it to others.
Let us take this up within the context of a statement from Lacan as
he challenges the analysts in his audience with the following
thought:

Don’t we analysts know that the normal subject is essentially someone
who is placed in the position of not taking the greater part of his inter-
nal discourse seriously? Observe the number of things in normal
subjects, including yourselves, that it’s truly your fundamental occupa-
tion not to take seriously. The principal difference between you and
the insane is perhaps nothing other than this. And this is why for many,
even without their acknowledging it, the insane embody what we would
be led to if we began to take things seriously. So let us, without too great
a fear, take our subject seriously.

(Lacan 1993: 123–4)

To place this quote in some context will allow it even greater
power.

Schreber, a psychotic that we shall have reason to visit through-
out this study, asks his analysts ‘Aren’t you sometimes afraid of going
mad?’3 – and it is to this that Lacan offers the strategy and neces-
sity outlined above. Schreber’s question has relevance not just to
his analyst, all psychoanalysts, but also for everyone. (Why such a
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question continues to be posited in terms of fear will be taken up
later). The only difference between the insane and everyone else
rests in this attitude towards madness and knowledge. But of
course this is an enormous repository, filled with almost unimag-
inable images, convoluted histories, and always with an air of
compulsion. To take cinema seriously is not just to work up the
analytic side of things; becoming a spectator involves taking what
is being seen on the screen seriously, that is, as if it is something
real, something meaningful. This necessarily includes the literal
sense of this – that cinema is a subject of seriousness – and a more
abstract version. The latter being the idea that when we become
spectators of cinema there is something beyond the interplay
between reality and pretence. There is something that dissolves the
distinction between film and what could be called the everyday
existence of reality. Such dissolution becomes part of what we see
as madness. In this complex idea about the relationships between
reality, the cinematic text, and the spectator we discover one of the
fundamentals of cinema as a textual process. For cinema, the text
is not simply that which is projected and watched, it must also
include cultural positioning, the act of spectating, the relationship
to other sign systems, and judgements of a range of things includ-
ing aesthetics, ethics, and ideologies. This is the issue of what
cinema is in terms of its ontologies, its different types of existence.

Ontology is crucial to madness because, along with
meaning/knowledge, it forms part of the definitional act. Our
concerns with madness and cinema channel the definitions of
madness towards the formation of the spectator. At various times a
sense (and it can only ever really be a sense because of that resis-
tance to representation that madness contains) of a definition of
what madness can be will be offered within this context. This
includes issues of reality, resistance, power, knowledge, meaning,
and ethics. There is always, however, the spectre of a madness that
can never be defined, for this is precisely what constitutes its role
in the order of things. In this, we witness madness’ capacity to
disrupt through its absences and lacks. So, madness is a form of
reasoning that lacks the systems of, say, logic; it is a form of desire
that lacks the boundaries of cultural restraint and propriety; it is a
construction of subjectivity that works on absences (the denial of
the speech of madness, such as the hysteric, or of an inability to
order causality in the paranoid, and so on); and it is the text that
resists through absenting formal constructions normally seen or
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expected such as beginnings, middles and ends in narrative, or the
idea of a dominating, single voice that offers a single story. Because
of so much resistance and impossibility, the work of madness
becomes the work of absence.

The impossibility of madness
Foucault titles the ‘Appendix’ to his work on madness Histoire de la
folie à l’âge classique (1972) as ‘Mon corps, ce papier, ce feu et la folie, l’ab-
sence d’œuvre’. The first part (My Body, This Paper, This Fire) is, of
course, a reference to Descartes and the issues of madness and the
reasoning for its exclusion from western thought. This was
Foucault’s reply to Derrida’s comments on Histoire de la folie à l’âge
classique (Madness and Civilisation), taking up the key idea that
reason excludes madness in any pursuit of truth – that it is, as
Foucault puts it, disqualified. This is derived in no small part from
Descartes’ assertion that the utterances of the mad are to be
excluded from his philosophical method. It is significant that the
second part of Foucault’s appendix refers to madness as the
absence of an œuvre.4 This is about the impossibility of represent-
ing madness (or giving it its own voice) through any of the
discourses that are created around it and for it (including, for
example, the arts, psychoanalysis, and religion).

In this sense madness isn’t anything, but everything has the
possibility of madness. The spaces of madness are impossible to
specify and so seem to be everywhere. It is this potentiality that has
fuelled, through the centuries, reactions of awe, respect, fear,
moments of seduction and intimidation, exclusion, religious
mania, as well as scientifications such as the medicalisation of
madness. The absence of the work of madness means that the acts
and signs of madness are always seen through filters of different
systems. Psychoanalysis, medicine, the arts, religion, morality –
these are what gives the absences tangibility. Yet, they must always
remain other to madness itself.

This is why cinema loves madness, and, it is argued here, why
the cinematic spectator is always watching from the shadow of
madness. What, then, is it to cinematise madness? By this we mean
not simply the representation of madness, the images and narra-
tives that continue the line of showing us the literal, cultural
models of madness. Rather to cinematise madness is to allocate a
space for madness within the formation of cinema itself, to note
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the ways in which cinema, its spectators, and its function within the
world order, operate through madness, to note the attempts to
create a work where only absence can reside. To remain true to the
idea that madness is about absences, we note that to cinematise
madness is not to create presences (for example, the representa-
tion of the mad in a film) but to follow the lacks of desire, mean-
ing/knowledge, and subjectivity as they form part of cinema. In
following these lines of madness the cinematic spectator regains
the possibility of contesting.

In a lecture on madness, Foucault argues that the opportunity
to contest (his concern is with the social order in general) has
been lost in the contemporary age.5 For Foucault, this is tied up
with the relationship of knowledge and madness, and it is what
motivates much of his thinking. Foucault wanted to trace the
process so he could investigate social institutions. Elsewhere he
states: ‘Thus, in order for the big centres of internment to be
opened at the end of the seventeenth century, it was necessary that
a certain knowledge of madness be opposed to nonmadness, of
order to disorder, and it’s this knowledge that I wanted to investi-
gate’ (Foucault 2000: 261–2). Part of the argument here is that
becoming a spectator of cinema – and recall that this does not
simply mean just watching films, but of taking things seriously – is
one of the ways the populace has continued the contesting of
reason and order through a type of madness. This becomes part of
cinema’s seductive qualities. The other point of investigation is
what sorts of knowledges are produced by, and through cinema
and its spectators.

Questions abound in such an assertion. Let us take up two of
the more obvious ones. Firstly, why is it that we do not feel mad
when watching a film? Such a question originates from the
discourse of medicine that has dominated the definition of
madness since the mid part of the eighteenth century. It assumes
that madness is of that order defined through and by the
medical, and that it is these discourses that have the capacity to
recognise and define it. Where, such a question
implies/demands, are the medical versions of madness in the
spectator? Yet madness must surely be beyond this – and the
‘beyondness’ of it will cover far more than what the discourse of
medicine ascribes to madness. At the very least, madness must
include the discourses of medicine, and all the others that have
been a part of its long history. And, significantly, madness must
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also include all the resistances, ruptures, defiances, to such
discursive practices.

Madness is at one level what medicine determines it to be – but
it is also constituted of the vast narratives that lie beyond medicine,
some of which will run counter to it. So to look towards a site of
spectating that can be called neurotic or psychotic, for example, is
in part to borrow the terminology of one discourse, and at the
same moment exceed that discourse (of medicine, of psychoanaly-
sis). And because madness has always been seen as formulated on
absence, as excluded, as otherness, it will always exceed any of the
dominant discourses, the grand narratives, of the time. Madness is
excess, and one of the most significant aspects of this is to be in
excess of what attempts to define it.

Of course, the next question that might be asked through such
a line of investigation is why use psychoanalysis in this study when
madness is beyond it? The answer is twofold. Firstly, psychoanaly-
sis, for all its faults and incompletions, represents the radical other
to every attempt to engage with madness (which necessarily
includes those attempts to exclude it). To echo both Foucault and
Derrida6, we must do justice to Freud for allowing this new sense
of madness that exists within us all, including our culture.
Psychoanalysis may not provide all the answers to madness, but it
does offer the possibility of dialogue. Part of this agenda is to
acknowledge that psychoanalysis is a continuation of many lines of
western thinking that precede it. In this sense, it is part of a much
broader philosophical investigation – and this is directly useful for
our concerns here. The second reason we engage with psycho-
analysis here is to participate in the continuing development of
film theory that draws on these ideas and issues. In this sense, the
discussions that follow are also concerned with how psychoanalytic
theory might be expanded beyond the uses so far (such as the
theorising of the gaze and scopophilia, phallocentric viewing posi-
tions, feminist versions of psychoanalytic theories, the psycho-
social ideas, as well as the more literal attempts to use
psychoanalytic concepts in the study of the humanities). And so
madness becomes the (theoretical) centrepiece of psychoanalysis
and cinema as well as the site of spectatorship.

Exceeding all attempts to define, represent or even record it,
madness is placed in a position of mutability. Here, what defines
madness is not its signifiers, but rather its effects. To absent, to
exceed, to resist – all of these are what constitutes madness. And it
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is these same qualities that will allow us to position cinema within
the discourses of madness. The interplay between the film and the
spectator will often produce complacency, simple pleasures,
cultural conformity, presences, containment, and ludic joy. Yet,
there are also those moments of jouissance, of spectorial resis-
tances, of film exceeding itself and its cultural production.7 In
short, there are those moments within the cinematic apparatus
where madness exists. We call this madness here because this is not
the replication of what medicine calls madness, or what philosophy
attempts to analyse in its systems of knowledge; rather this is part
of the culmination of the impossibility of madness as it appears in
countless forms and manifestations.

This leads us to the second part of such a question: Is it really
possible to take up systems of madness and equate them to the act
of watching a film? To offer some answer to this, it is important to
realise that, as we have noted above, another underlying issue of
this book is to reconfigure some of the relationships between
psychoanalytic theory and cinema. In this way, ‘systems of
madness’ designates those ideas that have been developed to make
madness present, to give it visibility. Psychoanalysis is part of the
discourse of madness, and not just the attempt to speak to it or
allow it to be spoken. Similarly, cinema is part of the discourse of
madness, not in its representations of madness, but what it
requires of the spectator to exist and operate – which is part of
taking cinema seriously. In adopting such a position we are avoid-
ing the idea that if cinema and madness are of the same order,
then psychoanalysis can be employed in the interpretation of both
of them. As tempting as such a line is, what is being posited here is
the idea that madness, psychoanalysis, and cinema have a sui
generis relationship. And, for such a relationship to exist, there
needs to be a particular type of subjectivity taken up – that of the
spectator. In becoming a spectator we allow the possibility of
madness and cinema.

In using psychoanalysis, by exploring and utilising its terms and
themes, its narratives and case histories, we run the very real risk
of making this a psychoanalytic reading of cinema. And in some
ways this does take place here, and it is indeed part of the objec-
tive. The risk just mentioned, however, is the separation of
analytic methodology, psychoanalysis, and its object, cinema. This
would be to see them as heading in different directions, but the
concern here is what they share. And so madness haunts the other

MADNESS AND CINEMATISATION 11



two, testing and challenging, placing continual demands on
psychoanalysis’ capacity to interpret, and cinema’s potential to
disturb, unsettle, and to be turbulent – in and for itself, and in and
for the spectator.

Here we come up against the phenomenon of cinema as a site
of potential madness, but a potential that is not always realised.
More often than not we will only glimpse this madness in cinema
and its spectators, and this is the dis-ease of cinema to which the
cure is pleasure, the realisation transgression. This language of
transgression is something that is a constant struggle: the struggle
to allow it to exist, to realise it, to perhaps simply acknowledge it.
Of course, to demarcate something like madness and cinema
through transgression does not give us any greater purchase on
the issue of definition. To ‘replace’ the impossibility of madness
with the unrealised transgression does not give us a definition, but
it does edge towards a strategy. Foucault’s sense of transgression
(via Bataille) is interesting in this regard:

Transgression is an action that involves the limit, that narrow zone of a
line where it displays a flash of its passage, but perhaps also its entire
trajectory, even its origin; it is likely that transgression has its entire
space in the line it crosses. The play of limits and transgression seems
to be regulated by a simple obstinacy: transgression incessantly crosses
and recrosses a line that closes up behind it in a wave of extremely
short duration, and thus it is made to return once more right to the
horizon of the uncrossable.

(Foucault 2000: 73)

So it is with cinema and madness. The line they are forced to
cross and recross is, it is argued here, the same line. And the agent
of these crossings, the one who is forced to return to the horizon
(of cinema as a social and textual order, of sanctioned positions, of
the limits to knowledge, of making sense of things) is the specta-
tor. Cinema, like madness, offers the possibility of transgression to
the spectator. There are no guarantees here, no certainties of any
line being crossed, no surety that the spectator will resist and risk
pleasure in order to gain transgression. All exists in potentia – and
sometimes that is exactly enough. For this is the potential of
madness in cinema, it is the cinematisation of madness.
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CHAPTER 2

Representing the
Impossible

How does one represent that which cannot by it very nature be
represented, that which constantly resists translation, interpreta-
tion, and stability? The impossibilities of defining madness are also
part of the impossibilities of representing it. And yet the images
and discourses of madness in its various forms of representation
have always been a part of culture, and they surround us in ways
that have never happened before. For madness is never a single
moment, a composed paradigm that remains fixed. Instead it is an
accumulation of discourses whose boundaries are impossible to
map. Foucault’s point that part of the discursive formations of
madness in the twentieth century has been its medicalisation, for
example, demonstrates just how impossible a task it is to show
madness in itself. There has always been a mediating set of
discourses (medicine, the textualising of it as painting, literature,
music, and so on, animality, the supernatural, religion, the law and
its systems of arbitration, and so on) so that we experience
madness through something. So much so that whenever madness
is shown it has arrived beyond itself already.

The two orders of representing madness then become either
the reconfigured madness (sexuality as mad, possession as mad,
excess as mad, vapours and bile of madness, madness as it breaks
the law or threatens the ethical order) or that which is othered as
madness (other cultures, other meanings, other sensibilities, other
representational systems). This chimerical attribute of madness
works across these two orders – either there is something within
the sign that makes it seem mad, or something cannot be
explained, located within the established order, and so is desig-
nated as madness. Either way, madness becomes a site of exclusion
and impossibility – excluded from the rational, known world, and
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impossible to figure because of this. And it is this, this resistance
and impossibility, that madness does so well. This is what lies not at
the heart of madness (how can we ever know that without risking
madness) but at the skin. We do not penetrate madness to see its
impossibilities; we experience them as we rub up against it. It is this
initial site of resistance that shows us we are witnessing madness. It
is a site that has become so invested with fear that the systems for
representing it often carry a sense of the medusal – to gaze directly
at madness will bring about a transformation of the self. But does-
n’t everyone really want to catch at least a glimpse of such an extra-
ordinary face?

And so there is a compulsion to represent madness, to reveal its
signs and show its workings. Part of this is derived from the very
nature of the impossible, for when madness is represented (no
matter how inadequately, or how over-simplified), impossibility
itself is touched on. If it were possible to represent madness then all
those other things that are seen as beyond the representational
field (such as ecstatic pleasure, freedom, impossibility itself) may
also come into focus. Cinema has become a repository for the
discourses and images of madness that have developed over thou-
sands of years. In its relatively short history, cinema has effectively
absorbed, conventionalised, and established the representations of
madness for itself as a textual practice and for the wider social
domain. In this way, cinema has become one of the primary
producers of representations of madness. And in such representa-
tional processes we also observe interpretation, negation, exclu-
sion, and creativity. In some ways, cinema’s representational fields
have been innovative in this regard, producing images that are
unique to its qualities; in other ways, cinema has borrowed heavily
from social conventions, other art forms, other historicising
systems, and other discourses (such as medicine, philosophy, and
psychoanalysis). In this sense cinema has become a dominant
representational mode of madness. However, it has also become
part of the discourses of madness that, significantly, were being
produced out of medicine, notably with the birth of psychoanalysis.

Our interest in these images of madness as they emerge out of
the discourses are threefold: firstly, to consider how cinema draws
on a number of established ideas and forms of madness from
different sources; secondly, to consider the types of resistances
that madness brings with it to any form of representation; finally,
how the excesses of madness always challenge the systems of
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representation, and therefore of meaning itself. These are large
subjects to deal with, and often we shall have to indicate rather
than analyse in depth. Still, the idea that what we are dealing with
is a certain impossibility (the impossibility of representing
madness outside of madness) will tend to unify such schematics.

Representation: cultural paranoia,
wanderers, and social transgression
Representation itself is never simple, and rarely transparent. It is
the process of carrying over, of placing within a frame and render-
ing a difference. The representational processes are more often
than not kept hidden, for differing reasons, but to the same effect.
When we are confronted with something as resistant to represen-
tation as madness surely is, these very systems of representation are
often both foregrounded and challenged. For madness is the
antithesis of representation and always contains within itself a core
of resistance. This, of course, is the issue that drives part of the
debate between Foucault and Derrida – how is it possible to
contemplate madness through a rationality that must, by defini-
tion, exclude it?8 Part of the reason why representation is never
straightforward is that any sign that passes through the system of
representation is immediately transformed by the repressions and
exclusions, considerations of representability, notions of meaning-
fulness, forces of conformity, specifics and traditions of the
medium, and so on.

The representational processes of cinema construct a certain
type of sign in order that narratives can develop and the spectator
can make sense of the structures – this much is obvious. The issue
here is when that which is being represented in cinema – images
of madness – challenges the processes of cinematic representation,
and consequently cinema itself. This partly explains why cinema
(and it is not unique in this although it does have certain idiosyn-
cratic and specific properties) relies on other sources to represent
madness. The patterns of images and narratives already estab-
lished make the processes of representing the impossible more
possible, or at least more viewable, more aligned with the conven-
tions of representation. A recurring difficulty with this is that the
complexities give way to simplifications and normalisations, often
to the point that what is excluded is precisely what is essential. The
danger then becomes one of formulaic representations of
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madness that really only function because they have historical
precedents. To understand better how cinema both reinforces
such representations and sometimes challenges them, the ensuing
discussion will take up some of the dominant images of madness
and look to their historical and textual sources. The issue at hand
is a much broader one, however. Contained within the ways
cinema has developed images of madness are the issues of mean-
ing, authority, power, the contesting of truth, and the function of
otherness. This is true not just of the cinematic apparatus, but the
position of cinema within the other discourses dealing with
madness, including law, medicine, and psychoanalysis. Cinema is
thus part of the larger order that does not just represent it, but also
formulates madness beyond itself.

One of the key issues here – and it is a recurring one for this
book – is how we differentiate between the literal representation of
madness in cinema, and the ways in which themes and conceptu-
alisations of madness can be used in the analysis of cinema. What
is at stake in such a distinction is the ways in which madness can be
conjoined with cinema and what the territory between the two
looks like. In doing so, we move from issues of representing
madness (which hold no real interest to this particular work) to
utilising madness to understand cinema. This may seem like a curi-
ous strategy – employing madness as an analytic process, using
unreason to construct reasoning. Here, we have madness held like
a mirror to all that attempts to exclude it, position it as the other
to reason and analytic coherence. Part of the motivation behind
this – and it is one that drives much of the discussions throughout
this book – is the idea that cinema is closer to madness than may
first appear. What such an approach highlights is the multiplicity
of madness as a discourse. Already we have three distinct versions
of representing madness within this discourse: madness as it is seen
to be showing itself; madness as it is figured through other
discourses, such as cinema and psychoanalysis; madness as a source
for interpretation. From this, we argue that it is the totality of these
– and others – that constitutes madness, and not just the acts and
images of madness that are presented through the representa-
tional, textualising fields of the arts or the filtering, interpretative
discourses of the sciences. From this point on, madness here must
include all these variations, as well as others that will emerge as we
proceed. For most of the book, we shall be primarily concerned
with how madness can be seen, in its multitude of guises, as an
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analytic process for cinema; however, it is also important to recog-
nise the relationship between this idea and the other forms of
madness (its representations and its acts). To this end, what follows
are some aspects of concern on the representation of madness in
cinema.

Because we are not simply dealing with the representation of
madness in film, what constitutes the field of study here is some-
thing beyond such depictions. It is not enough to look to those
films that show acts of madness – the crazy, insane figures, the
demented acts, the popularised versions of paranoia and hysteria,
or even the white-coated psychoanalysts. This is because, in part,
although there are many films that engage in such representa-
tions, ultimately such a study will lead to a simplifying arrangement
of the categorising of types and overt manifestations. This is the
idea that cinematic representations of madness can be seen as
some sort of cultural and historical insight. One particular aspect
of such representations, however, does concern us. This is those
moments when the representational boundaries are blurred.

Films that represent madness – that is, those that participate in
the long history (certainly one that commences from the Middle
Ages in Europe9) of stories of madness – are diverse in themselves,
and there are many examples of cinema’s attempt to narrativise
madness. Such films are significant in their role in textualising
madness, of placing it within a cultural and historical context, of
making it part of the current social order and consciousness (note,
for example, the representation of the serial killer as madness in the
1980s and 1990s of Hollywood, or madness and drug culture – both
pro and anti – of the 1960s in Britain and the USA). This much is
obvious, and a different study could usefully trace the relationship
of the representation of madness to cultural events and attitudes. In
doing so, it would provide a sense of how certain moments in a
culture’s history change and are reflected in the depiction of
madness. One of the reasons why madness is particularly effective in
such a study is that it is located, almost by definition, on the fault-line
between meaning and all the challenges to meaning. Madness risks
meaning in order to be heard; it is the hinge between established
ways of thinking and their radical other. It is the copula between
what is understood and the possibilities beyond understanding.
Locate this spot within a cultural history and one finds the self-
reflexive moment unhindered, or, possibly, a foregrounding of the
repressive systems that attempt to sustain the fear of the Other.10
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Such representations of madness become the literal struggle with
showing things that do not rest easily in the signifying practices. In
these terms, cinema becomes the liminal site between madness
and reason. In such unsettling moments, when we experience not
simply the representation of madness, but the disjunctive force
that the unrepresentable carries with it, here all possibilities
abound. In his address on representation, Derrida concludes with
the following: ‘But perhaps the law itself manages to do no more
than transgress the figure of all possible representation. Which is
difficult to conceive, as it is difficult to conceive anything at all
beyond representation, but commits us perhaps to thinking alto-
gether differently’ (Derrida 1994: 34). This is the possibility that
madness with cinema, in that cupola between what is and what
could be, has – the chance to think altogether differently.

But to return to a point that intimates such a possibility rather
than manifests it. A straightforward example of this type of study
of representations and cultural contexts (and one that is of least
concern to us here except, perhaps, to show the travails of repre-
senting madness) would be the examination of cultural paranoia
in science-fiction films in 1950s’ Hollywood. Here we see a rela-
tively overt correlation between a socio-political and socio-psychi-
cal moment (the US fear of Communism) and a textual
manifestation (through metaphor) of it. There are at least three
levels at which this version of madness could be approached. The
first is the sense of madness attributed to the invading ideology.
Consider Invasion of the Body Snatchers (Siegel 1956) with the wild-
eyed doctor who is initially treated as mad, or the automaton
doubles whose oddness makes them eerie and unsettling in much
the same way that madness is often depicted. This is ideological
difference as madness as those who do not share the ideology of
1950s’ USA are shown as not human. Compare this to the repre-
sentation of individual paranoia, such as Harry Caul in The
Conversation (Coppola 1974). Here the paranoia becomes an isolat-
ing, disempowering process of a single person, while in Invasion of
the Body Snatchers it is originally posited as survival (be wary, watch
others) and only much later can such films be read within the
sense of isolation, this time culturally. The second version we see
in these 1950s’ films is a form of madness at the social level. The
most direct manifestation of this was the genuine fears of invasion
by the American populace at the time. When this became so
entrenched in the national psyche it operated as cultural paranoia,
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allowing it to be transferred into political policy. The third is the
fear of the madness itself (the fear of the irrationality caused by the
other two). This type of representation of madness has a long
history, for it can be linked to any depiction of another culture that
is defined by the eccentric, the frenzied, even the uncultivated.11

One of its most direct historical links is to the twin forces of the
eighteenth century’s sense of the civilised order against the
cultures of Otherness, and the colonisation ideologies of the nine-
teenth century. Cultural paranoia acknowledges the need to
colonise the unconscious in order to control, and represents the
fear of this. A key to the processes of ideological power in these
terms is the ascribing of madness to difference.

A different sort of example is the representation of the wander-
ing, displaced outsider as a sign of madness. Films of this type
would include a diverse range, such as The Cabinet of Dr Caligari
(Wiene 1920), The Night of the Hunter (Laughton 1955), Taxi Driver
(Scorsese 1976), and Betty Blue (Beineix 1986). These are the signs
that operate as madness because they come to represent the exis-
tence outside the stabilising/stable realm of the cultural ideal of
the family and its social structure. Their emergence into the social
order (that which comes to stand for the norm, the sane, the ratio-
nal) is seen as a disjunction, and only once they are dispelled can
stability (of the family order, of mental calm, of eased fears) be
restored. Such images of madness are drawn from ideas that
became concretised in the nineteenth century. The centrality of
the bourgeois, patriarchal family to the social order of this period
was directly linked to the prevention and/or cures for madness.
The family, it was argued, prevented mental instability (particularly
hysteria), and when it broke down, madness ensued. (We shall
return to these issues later). This is also part of the intervention of
the other into structures that are considered part of the social
order of things, such as the family, morality and ethics, cultural
practices, and social spaces. In the examples listed above, this
would include the disruptive forces of sexuality and passion (with
Betty’s erotic-charged intervention in Zorg’s life in Betty Blue); the
cultural outsider (a type of Stultifera Navis, this time depicted as the
travelling carnival of Caligari that disturbs the city spaces); perver-
sions of religion and childhood (such as the scission of the family
in The Night of the Hunter caused, initially, by the absent father); and
the psychosis of morality (in Travis Bickle’s version of the world in
Taxi Driver). In a certain way these are signs of hysteria – the
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madness that is located (historically) as outside the family, and can
be ‘cured’ through the assertion of familial structures.12

Another example of these sorts of literal representations of
madness would be the flows and rushes of excess and transgression
in certain types of characters. Films such as these are more often
than not marked by a structure of parallel and mirroring. That is,
the idea of excess works because contained within the film is a
mirroring point that shows what excess is not or what it is that is
being exceeded. Similarly, transgression is seen from a point that
is marked within the textual world order. Thus, transgression can
only take place once this point is breached, even if within other
contexts any number of moments and actions could be seen as
transgressive. Even if most such demarcations take place within a
larger cultural order, the fact that there is an internal mechanism
to the film that is needed to mark such excesses and transgressions
means that inventiveness is often necessary. Similarly, a film can set
up degrees of transgression, marked by this point. For example,
Mark Lewis, the central character in Peeping Tom (Powell 1960), is
seen to be acting with excess and in a transgressive manner, and
therefore his actions are interpreted as mad, because the narrative
locates a point of recognisable and acceptable sexuality (the
family, monogamy) and anything beyond this is excess. What now
must seem as mild acts of sexuality (the photographing of women
in states of undress, but certainly never naked) are positioned in
the film as part of the larger moments of excess and transgression
of Lewis. As such, they become aligned with the murders – it is as
if his acts of murder are understandable or have meaning (that is,
can be interpreted and be made sense of) because he performs
these other, minor acts of excess. In being positioned in this way
they also become part of the most extreme versions, which is the
photographing of women at the moment of their death, notably by
a camera that both films and murders at the same moment. So the
madness is not simply contained within the murders (and the way
they are carried out) but through every single action and minor
divergence of Lewis.

Madness is seen as something that pervades all acts and
thoughts of the mad, and everything they do is a point of confir-
mation for this. This is the economy of madness, for everything
that is performed can be taken as transgression. In the moments
of seeming non-mad there is a sense of hyper-normality, so that
the everyday moments of the mad are madness. To continue the
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example further, the photographed death in Blow Up (Antonioni
1966) becomes linked to obsession, compulsion, alienation, and
loss of meaning (all related early on, through this economic
process, to a dismissal of the ethical and lack of commitment). In
short, it stands for the disintegration of reason, perhaps symbol-
ised most overtly by the tracking camera at the end of the film as
it bounces to follow a tennis ball that isn’t there. This is a trans-
gression and excess not just of the mime group or Thomas, the
photographer, but also of the filmic apparatus itself. The camera
movement of following the non-existent ball invites the spectator
to participate in the madness. (This is something quite common to
the films of Antonioni – consider the wandering camera shots in
The Passenger (1975) which capture the spectator’s gaze with alien-
ating dispersal of the shot that contains its own meaning).

In a different way to Blow Up, the version of the photographed
death in Strange Days (Bigelow 1995) shows how the point of trans-
gression marks the madness beyond the ethical. It is only the serial
killer’s acts of ‘filming’ the deaths that seem transgressive, and not
the (admittedly more minor) transgressions of other characters
(such as drug taking, street violence, illegal dealings in software).
It is interesting, although beyond our direct concerns here, that all
these examples develop a connection between technology and the
acts of madness. In Peeping Tom it is the murderous camera, in Blow
Up it is the camera (both his own and the camera of the cine-
matography) that mediates death and alienation for Thomas, and
in Strange Days it is the computer technology that allows the record-
ing of memories and seen events.

A final example (type might be a better term for there is also
considerable diversity here) of the literal, overt representation of
madness in cinema is the transgression of social orders that leads
to mad acts. As with the other form of transgression, what is clearly
marked within the film (and it is heavily drawn from the cultural
context) is a point that confirms what acts are to be seen as
madness through transgression. This would include things such as
the centrality of the family and monogamy. Fatal Attraction (Lyne
1987), for example, has the forgivable, and therefore sane, trans-
gression of the male (Dan Gallagher) as distinct from the mad,
excessive transgression of the female, Alex Forrest.

In a different, but not altogether unrelated, way gender roles
have also been used to show madness. The sexually active women
in film noir can be seen as a version of hysteria, whereas similar acts
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of sexual promiscuity by men are assertions of masculinity. In this
way, male sexuality confirms the socially acceptable and rational,
female sexuality confirms women’s susceptibility to madness
through their physiology. The history of this can be traced directly
to the attitude towards hysteria, as well as nineteenth-century atti-
tudes towards women and reading. Women’s physical make-up, it
was argued, made them unable to resist temptation, more easily
seduced into madness and passion.13 In some ways, the serial killer
Buffalo Bill in Silence of the Lambs (Demme 1991) is not that far
removed from such sensibilities. His desires show the transgression
of gender as both cause and effect of madness, but it is always held
up that it is his desires that drive his acts. This idea of transgression
is not just sexually derived. Films that show a disruption to an
economic balance through greed, such as the character of Gordon
Gecko in Wall Street (Stone 1987), or the overstepping of estab-
lished lines of business (no matter how immoral such lines may
be) in The Godfather (Coppola 1972), have a taint of madness to
them. This is a version of madness derived from the excess rather
than the actual acts themselves. We have not mentioned films that
actually specify madness within the psychiatric institution – such as
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (Forman 1975) and Girl, Interrupted
(Mangold 1999) – we shall let these stand as examples of an order
of films that position madness as its subject matter.

To such specific examples, and even ‘types’, we can add an
almost countless list of films that have attempted to represent
madness, which of course will include the categories that form the
material for psychoanalysis (such as paranoia, schizophrenia,
neurosis, hysteria, and so on). These are all the films that show
madness within the representational types that cinema has estab-
lished for itself and inherited from other sources, and cover the
full generic range from the comic to the tragic, and cinematic
forms from documentary to narrative. These are the figures of
madness in cinema – from the dementia praecox in Fight Club
(Fincher 1999) to the obsessional neurosis in Mad Max (Miller
1979), or, from a different perspective, Morgan: A Suitable Case for
Treatment (Reisz 1966); from the hysteria in Betty Blue to the mega-
lomania in White Heat (Walsh 1949). Such films will include the
mad love of the French New Wave (from Godard’s A bout de souf-
fle (1960) to Truffaut’s L’Histoire d’Adèle H (1974)), the torments
in Polanski’s films (the darkly comic of Cul-de-sac (1966) to the
darkly fearsome in The Tenant (1976) and Repulsion (1965), the
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sexual-psychical convolutions of Last Tango in Paris (Bertolucci
1972) or Man of Flowers (Paul Cox 1983). These, and so many
more. Such figures of the mad will be familiar in part because they
are held within cinema’s own inventions of the mad, and in part
because they belong to the long traditions of the representation of
the mad. This is reinforced further through western culture’s
centuries-old practice of using intertextuality in the representation
of the mad. In other words, we see in the representation of
madness a recurring set of images that return to one another.

So, cinema utilises the figures of the mad, referring to the estab-
lished images and stories, which in turn have always been self-refer-
ential. Interestingly, Foucault sees this (he is speaking more
broadly of the textualisation of things) as part of the coherency of
representing madness:

In its various forms – plastic or literary – this experience of madness
seems extremely coherent. Painting and text constantly refer to one
another – commentary here and illustration there. We find the same
theme of the Narrentanz over and over in popular festivals, in theatrical
performances, in engravings and woodcuts. . . It is likely that in Bosch’s
Temptation of Saint Anthony in Lisbon, many of the fantastic fauna which
invade the canvas are borrowed from traditional masks; some perhaps
are transferred from the Malleus maleficarum.

(Foucault 1987: 17)

To this we add cinema, for it has become part of this very tradition
of intertextual referencing, and it continues the same sorts of
images. This is why we find images of the Malleus maleficarum (the
‘instruction’ book of the Spanish Inquisition on how to torture the
body to free it of evil spirits) in so many serial killer films; why the
images of entrapment by the mad are so heavily coded, more often
than not from the dank and fetid cells and underground pits of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Just as Foucault sees the Narrentanz repeated throughout
cultural representations and enactments, we can find it in the
cinema of Polanski, Cronenberg, Greenaway, or Kubrick. The cine-
matic function of such intertextual references (either within films,
or across to the textual traditions of representating madness in
literature, drama, festivals, paintings, and so on) is that it provides
an immediately recognisable discourse of madness, and so
becomes a readable version of the unrepresentable. The depiction
of madness through the eyes, for example, flows from paintings
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(from the more overt images found in Goya, Brueghel, perhaps
even Rubens to the religious mania/devotion in Crivelli’s Saints)
to cinema in the haunted eyes of Caligari, Nosferatu, Jack in The
Shining (Kubrick 1980), Aaron Stampler/Roy in Primal Fear
(Hoblit 1996). The other function of this intertextuality is to
contain madness, to provide a border for its excesses, to ‘translate’
its sense of the unknowable. The recurring images of madness
function as a discourse of power, attempting to control something
that is, by definition, beyond such control.

This is cinema’s participation in the discourse of madness from
the perspective of the rational, derived from a historical tradition.
It is the representation of madness through paradigms that have
been articulated outside of madness, and so cannot be described
as actual madness. Even something like the Surrealist and Dadaist
attempts to create a mad cinema fail at this level because they must
necessarily commence from the Symbolic (that is, Lacan’s version
of the cultural order) and continue to borrow from it. Un chien
andalou (Bun~uel/Dali 1929) is not madness, but rather a film that
attempts to recreate an experience of madness, or at least a sense
of the madness of the unconscious; Cocteau’s Le sang d’un poète
(1930) reminds us of a dream, but will always have more structure
than a dream is capable of. Just as Psycho (1960) can be said to be
about (a popularised version of) psychoses and childhood trauma
rather than being an actual depiction of madness; or Pi (Aronofsky
1998), no matter how much it attempts to unsettle narrative
formula and spectating positions, is a representation of madness.14

Beyond these deliberate attempts to depict madness, replicate it,
simulate the experience of it, is the narrative process that indicates
madness in order to withdraw from it. In many such films madness
is rarely evoked, but it is allowed to exist as a shadowy presence, a
path that may explain through dismissal (‘this is all but madness’),
yet one that the narrative chooses not to take up. Thomas
Anderson/Neo in The Matrix (Wachowski Bros. 1999) is offered
madness as a possible solution to what is taking place, but the narra-
tive, spectator and, eventually, Neo does not, nor cannot take this
up. Similarly, Rosemary’s Baby (Polanski 1968) continually offers the
two possibilities of possession and hysteria. This shadowy double of
madness does not negate madness, but it turns from it in order to
construct a different sort of repository of ideas and images.

But once we move from such a relatively obvious set of exam-
ples, where madness is the theme, to another set of examples
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where it is less apparent, the representational field becomes more
problematic. There are a large group of films that may not appear
to fall into this category of films about madness, but could still be
interpreted within such a frame. Many of the actions of Ethan
Edwards in The Searchers (Ford 1956) can be read as madness in
part because of the nature of his deeds (obsession, violence, mania
– there is even a sense of the schizothymic within both character
and narrative) and in part because it is a disturbance to the
cultural icon of John Wayne. Yet, this is a film that is not readily
categorised as one representing madness, even with its theme of
the obsessive drive for revenge and the (psychical) recouping of
John Wayne as Western (and American) hero (albeit as confirmed
outsider). In these terms, how far removed is this from many of the
slasher films of the 1980s and 1990s? These films may hint at the
madness of the killers, but more often it is the themes of revenge,
sexual transgression, and (occasionally) the supernatural that
define the narrative and explicate the events. Yet, the acts are also
located within a cultural order that would have been seen as
madness. To this type we would also add the comic. Here, the acts
of madness are read through the generic operations of humour
and rather than questioning the sanity/rationality of them they are
seen as functioning in a different manner.

All of these examples – the transgressive, the obsessive, the
supernatural, and the comic – present us with a range of films that
are not readily categorised as ones about madness because the
madness within them has been transformed into something else
(such as Rabelasian humour of excess and parody, sexual drives,
revenge). To reconfigure them as being about madness is not
particularly difficult, but it does shift the representational
processes, and thus also how we read and interpret them. To say
that the acts and speech of the Marx Brothers are mad is quite
different from saying they are funny, even given the
psychopathologies of humour allowed by Freud in Jokes and Their
Relation to the Unconscious (1983) (or even, and why not, the sorts
of differences made by Hegel between the comical and the laugh-
able). And to say Ethan Edwards is mad is to present him in a light
that makes his actions less noble in part because they lose their
sense of purpose and design – indeed they would lose their sense
altogether. The return of the daughter to the family must then be
seen as an almost accidental moment in an ongoing madness. It
thus becomes something more like Travis Bickle’s returning of Iris
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