
Cronenberg goes humane: A filmmaker who did much to 
break down the division between high and low art is a 
striking example of a characteristically Canadian interest 
in the Fall of Man: [National Edition] 

One can generate f rom [Julia Kristeva]'s idea of abject a set of oppos i t ions: m ind /body ; se l f /o ther ; the 

bounded / the unbounded; ma le / female; sensory excess/ language; s t ruc tu re / f low. [Wi l l iam Beard] analyzes 

[DAVID CRONENBERG]'s oeuvre in t e rms of these dual i t ies, and they f i t i t very wel l . Kristeva's ideas are very m u c h 

in vogue right now, and there is a tendency among cr i t ics to t reat the idea of ab ject ion as if i t cou ld be reduced to a 

c o m m o n s tock of images. Though Beard nicely avoids doing that , I w ish he had dealt w i t h the connec t ion between 

Kristeva's ideas of the abject and Melanie Klein's ideas about the good and bad breast and her view tha t in fant i le 

sad ism is d i rected f i rst toward the f rus t ra t ing (bad) breast, and later t oward the inside of the mother 's body. 

Beard examines recurrent themes, mo t i f s and fo rms in Cronenberg's oeuvre, demons t ra t ing how these have 

changed in the course of his career. Beard shows how Cronenberg's f i lmography has become increasingly 

d is t ressed by the power of sexual i ty - and the body in general - to threaten the sel f -conta ined subject . 

There is an aspect of mytho log ica l s t ruc tura l i sm to Beard's analysis, t hough i t is unacknowledged, perhaps 

unconsc ious . He does not d iscuss the recurrence of a narrat ive s t ruc ture in Cronenberg's f i l m s , for wh ich 

Canadians seem to have an af f in i ty: the my th of the Fall. Beard does analyze many of Cronenberg's f i l m s in te rms 

of a fall into gui l t , iso lat ion and even abject horror, t hough th is my th ic s t ruc ture is never named. The sc ient is ts in 

Cronenberg's early f i l m s are presented as though they sought fo rb idden knowledge, and they pay for tha t 

def iance. 

Full Text  

Bruce Elder is a f i lmmaker who teaches in the Ryerson-York jo in t graduate program in Commun ica t i on and 

Culture. 

THE ARTIST AS MONSTER: THE CINEMA OF DAVID CRONENBERG 

By Wi l l iam Beard Universi ty of Toronto Press 469 pp., $50 

T ime was when the advocates of Canadian cu l ture hoped a Canadian c inema wou ld soon appear - one based on 

the mode l of the European art f i l m (Godard, Fellini, Resnais and Anton ion i ) . So they were shocked in 1975, when a 
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Canadian director released a grotesque story of a parasi te designed to help ai l ing human organs tha t goes 

h ideously out of control . 

T imes change. The d is t inc t ion between "high" and " low" art has fa l len into doubt ; c o m m e n t a t o r s argue the lat ter 

re invigorates the fo rmer w i th i ts vitality, i ts unabashed interest in the body and in sexuali ty, and a fo rmal dar ing 

that is unconst r ic ted by no rms of taste. The en thus iasm for the wr i t ings of Artaud, Batai l le and Sade and for Cindy 

Sherman's photographs tes t i f ies to an openness to "excremental cu l tu re " 

In Wi l l iam Beard's met icu lous study, The Ar t is t as Monster, he defends David Cronenberg's f i l m s , showing they are 

as fo rmal ly int r icate and conceptua l ly r ich as the h igh-modern is t f i l m s of the 1960s. 

The mos t f ru i t fu l way to s tudy a genre has been the s t ruc tura l is t one, wh i ch analyzes the sys tem of oppos i t ions 

tha t organize the genre's syntax. Beard varies tha t approach, us ing "auteur- structural ism," wh i ch analyzes the 

evolut ion of c o m m o n themes, images and narrat ive pat terns in a f i lmmaker 's body of work. 

Beard d raws upon a set of oppos i t ions derived main ly f rom Jul ia Kristeva, a l i terary theor is t . She proposed the idea 

of "the abject" - of feces, blood, spit t le. These "abjected" subs tances are expel led f rom the human body and seen 

as d isgust ing, a lmos t unrepresentable to the cul tura l psyche. The apparatus of human reproduct ion, and the 

female body generally, are perceived as abject ; so, above all, are human corpses. 

Beard shows tha t Cronenberg's ideas about ar t -making arise f rom the repudiat ion of the abject : The art is t ventures 

into areas that are psychica l ly dangerous, and for th is is rewarded w i th con tempt . 

The abject d is turbs identity, sys tem, order; the in-between, the ambiguous, the compos i te are abject . The abject 

emerges when the boundar ies between subject and object and between inside and outs ide become uncerta in. 

Thus the oppos i te of the abject is "one's own clean and proper body," as d is t inc t f rom the insides of other people's 

bodies. This resul ts in a concern w i th the cont ro l l ing boundar ies of the body, and th is concern is mirrored in the 

realm of proh ib i t ions and laws. 

The abject chal lenges the narrat ive order. But when narrat ive is not ent irely repudiated, its makeup changes. Its 

l ineari ty is shattered, it proceeds by f lashes, enigmas, shor t cuts, incomple t ion - wh ich is not a bad f i rs t -cut 

descr ip t ion of the narrat ives of Cronenberg's later f i l m s . 

One can generate f r o m Kristeva's idea of abject a set of oppos i t ions : m ind /body ; se l f /o ther ; the bounded / the 

unbounded; male / female; sensory excess/ language; s t ruc ture / f low. Beard analyzes Cronenberg's oeuvre in te rms 

of these dual i t ies, and they f i t i t very wel l . Kristeva's ideas are very much in vogue right now, and there is a 

tendency among cr i t ics to t reat the idea of ab jec t ion as i f i t cou ld be reduced to a c o m m o n s tock of images. 

Though Beard nicely avoids do ing that , I w i sh he had dealt w i t h the connect ion between Kristeva's ideas of the 

abject and Melanie Klein's ideas about the good and bad breast and her view tha t in fant i le sad ism is d i rected f i rst 

toward the f rus t ra t ing (bad) breast, and later toward the inside of the mother 's body. 

That might have produced a more dynamic v iew of the sources of Cronenberg's images, and mi t iga ted Beard's 

tendency (not a pronounced one) to fai l to t reat abject fantas ies as overdetermined (as s t ruc tured by a number of 

d i f ferent wishes) , and as iconic rather t han indexical (related to what they represent not as a p icture is to i ts mode l 

but as an ef fect) . 

Beard examines recurrent themes, mo t i f s and fo rms in Cronenberg's oeuvre, demons t ra t ing how these have 

changed in the course of his career. Beard shows how Cronenberg's f i lmography has become increasingly 

d is t ressed by the power of sexual i ty - and the body in general - to threaten the sel f -conta ined subject . 
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The pr incipal deve lopment Beard t races is one of an increasingly humane vision, wh i ch he relates to a basic 

change in the character who is ident i f ied w i th abject ion. The narrat ives of the earlier f i l m s - before V ideodrome -

were impel led by the sexual i ty of a mons t rous female. But the later f i l m s locate sexual t ransgress ion in male 

protagonis ts , and th is t ransgress ion is clearly labelled as sadist ic . The earlier f i l m s assoc ia ted t ransgress ion w i th 

sc ient i f ic knowledge. The later ones l ink i t instead w i th ar t is t ic creat ion, w i th the courage of ar t is ts in knowing 

themselves to be sadis t ic . 

But Beard also shows how the pro tagon is ts increasingly value restraint, sensit ivi ty, compass ion and fe l low-feel ing. 

They are decent humans - but their sexual i ty opens t h e m to a ca tac lysmic power. Though Beard does not qui te 

put i t th is way, his commen ta ry suggests Cronenberg has a t ragic vis ion. The protagonis t is caught between two 

forces: the desire to ma in ta in one's restraint and compass ion , wh ich can be realized only at the cost of iso lat ion 

f rom the power fu l fo rces that reveal the operat ions of someth ing larger than h u m a n beings; and, the desire to have 

in t imate knowledge of these greater forces, wh i ch comes at the cost of being submerged in a dark element. 

Neither a l ternat ive is sa t is fac tory ; nor is any synthes is of the two. We are torn by the conf l i c t between 

unsat is fac to ry al ternat ives, and our life is t ragic . 

There is an aspect of mytho log ica l s t ruc tura l i sm to Beard's analysis, t hough i t is unacknowledged, perhaps 

unconsc ious . He does not d iscuss the recurrence of a narrat ive s t ruc ture in Cronenberg's f i l m s , for wh i ch 

Canadians seem to have an af f in i ty: the my th of the Fall. Beard does analyze many of Cronenberg's f i l m s in te rms 

of a fall into gui l t , iso lat ion and even abject horror, t hough th is my th ic s t ruc ture is never named. The sc ient is ts in 

Cronenberg's early f i l m s are presented as t hough they sought fo rb idden knowledge, and they pay for tha t 

def iance. 

I l l us t ra t ion 

Black & White Photo: David Cronenberg on the set of Naked Lunch, an ambi t ious paranoid fan tasy f i l m based on 

the controvers ia l novel by Wi l l iam Bur roughs . ; 
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