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Sex and the Cinema. By TanyaKrzywinska. London & New York:
Wallflower Press, 2006.

Much academic writing hastreated the steamy and perilousterritory
of sex and/inthemovies. Most of it, however, hasfocused onaparticular
era, genre, or issue: gender and itsconstruction, sexudity and sexud iden-
tity, censorship and pornography—I think of ThomasDoherty’sPre-Code
Hollywood (1999) and Eric Schaefer’s” Bold! Shocking! Daring! True!”
A History of Exploitation Films, 1919-1959 (1999) on the one hand
and LauraMulvey’s*Visud Pleasureand Narrative Cinema’ (1977) and
LindaWilliams Hard Core(1990) ontheother. Thegreet virtue of Tanya
Krzywinska's Sex and the Cinemaisthat it does not confineitself toa
singleera, genre, methodol ogy, or politics. Taking asocia and historical
approach, Krzywinskaincludesand yet resistsprivileging specific dis-
coursesof cultural studies, sociology, psychoanaysis, feminism, queer
theory, and their like. She providesacomprehensive, lucid, and sober
overview of thisminefield of asubject, treating Birth of a Nation, The
WolIf Man, and Pillow Talk as well as Eyes Wide Shut, Deep Throat,
and Damaged Goods and ranging from the birth of cinema—the Edison
Company’s TheKiss(1896)—to Michadl Winterbottom’s9 Songs(2004).

Asan academic book, Sex and the Cinema is accessible and suc-
cessful initsbroad aim “to map out factorsthat help shapetheportraya of
sexinthecinema’ (84) from the mainstream to hard core, dividing this
territory into two parts. Part | delineatestheformsand contextsthat |end
shapeto therepresentation of sex and sexudity incinema, covering“ knowl-
edgeframeworks’ (mythol ogy, Judeo-Christian mores, Darwinism, psy-
choandytic and sociologica constructs), forma conventions (such asthe
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dlipss, meodramatic modes, and “ideal” versus“red” sex), narrativefor-
mulas (the proper/improper couple, sexua initiation, the*“return of the
repressed”), and institutional frameworks of censorship and regulation.
Part 11 advancesthetrue and perhaps unexpected argument of the book,
however: that, in genresfrom romance and mel odramato noir and horror
film, cinematic sex isrendered overwhelmingly intermsof highly exploit-
able*themesof transgresson.” Returning to foundational assumptionsin-
cluding medieva notionsof sin, the nineteenth-century sexologists, and
Freud (whileacknowledging currently morefashionabletheoriesof Fou-
cault, Bataille, and Deleuze), Krzywinskademonstratesthat, wheresexis
concerned, legitimateand illegitimate cinemasdikearemoreor lessreac-
tionary. Moviesfrom The Bridges of Madison County to King Kong to
Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me may be rife with motifs of adultery,
incest, bestidity, BDSM, and hard core, but such themes servein effect to
reingtate rather than subvert ingtitutional ly sanctioned heterosexua mo-
nogamy. Becausesex isarticul ated through “ the dominant discursveframe-
worksthat policesexuality,” when sex is* hot”—neither elided nor ideal -
ized into romance—it isusually melodramatically troubled, dangerous,
perverse, or obscene. Desire as such getsshort shrift. Itisstill Freud's
“*gothicdungeon’” modd of sexudity” that most attractsthecinematicimagi-
nation and providesthe necessary frisson (92). Today, with theidealism
of the* sexua revolution” aquaint memory, andin our increasingly puri-
tanical twenty-first century culture—aculture al so obsessed and bom-
barded with sex—her point iswel| taken.

Itissurprising that within such aframework Sex and the Cinema
haslittleto say about queer sex and sexualities. Granted, much recent
scholarship on cinematic sex has taken gender and queer studies per-
spectives, but for that reason the omission is conspicuous. Wisely,
Krzywinskarestrictshersalf primarily to English-spesking filmsavailable
inVHSor DVD formats, stipulating that sometrends, national cinemas,
and filmsare necessarily omitted. Exceptionsarewell-known recent Eu-
ropean art films such as Romance and The Piano Teacher, international
filmssurrounding thefigure of de Sade, Theldiots notorious®real sex”
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scene. Onewishesthat she had made afew more exceptions—analyzed
at least one of AlImodovar’s sexy farcesor treated the L utheran repres-
sionsof Bergman’'s Criesand Whispers, or remarked onthe artful eli-
sonsof New Iranian cinema.

But suchwishful thinking servesprimarily to point out Krzywinska's
achievement. Initsscopeaone, Sex and the Cinemaisgroundbreaking,
andit speskswell for Wdlflower Press stradition of providing clear, Sraight-
forward overviewsinfilm studiesfor scholarsand students. The chapter
covering “knowledge frameworks,” for example, isshort and student-
friendly, and subsequent chaptersdraw onit to treat specific filmsthor-
oughly incrisp, jargon-free prose. Thebook’sclarity and range assures
that it will become an important reference and text for the number of
courseshaving to do with sex, gender, desire, and transgression.
LindaBadley
Middle Tennessee State Univer sity

Andy Kaufman: Wrestling with the American Dream. By Florian
Kdler. Minneapalis: University of MinnesotaPress, 2005.

A fascinating examination of onethetwentieth century’smost enig-
matic performers, Keller’ sbook analyzesthe dance of identity inherentin
Kaufman'swork, and inthe processexposesacentral paradox of Ameri-
canidentity aswell.

In hisfirst sentence, Keller stressesthat hisbook isnot astudy of
comedy. Rather, heisinterested inrevealingacentral conflict within“the
Americansocid imaginary” (vii), and hearguesthat Kaufman'suniqueart
laid barethat conflict. Hedefinesthisideologica contradiction asaclash
betweenthebdief insuccessfor dl (what Keler cdls*ademocratic promise
of stardom”) and the promise of limitless*“re-creation of one' ssalf” (xiii).
Kédler arguesthat thesetwo “myths’ ultimately resultinaterriblevoid of
self-dissolution, and hereadsall of Kaufman's performancesasrevela
tionsof thisideologica blind spot. All of themasksthat Kaufman created,
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from the Foreign Man to theinter-gender wrestling champion, areread
hereinthiscontext.

Kéler beginsand endswith adiscussion of MilosForman’'sbiopic
of Kaufman, Man onthe Moon (1999). Thisopening strategy isvery
effective becauseit illustratesthe problem of Kaufman'sidentity inaspe-
cificmanner. Kdler relateshow thefilm’swritersstruggled tofind anar-
rativethread to the Kaufman story; therewas seemingly no core, or key,
totheir subject, no“Rosebud’ (70), asthey put it, referring to the key of
Citizen Kane. Their decision wasto portray Kaufman as“budless,” a
solution that Keller findswanting because the absence of akey becomes
thekey itself. Keller’'sRosebud, of course, ishisreading of Kaufman's
literd enactmentsof theAmerican dream, whichisreved ed astheimpos-
sibledream.

Drawing primarily uponthework of Slavoj Zizek, whosework is
central to Keller's overall theoretical framework, Keller identifies
“overorthodoxy” asKaufman'schief strategy, which aims*to takethe
ideological text moreliterally thanitisprepared (and ‘ designed’) to be
taken” (44). Keller findsampleevidencein Kaufman's performancesto
support hiscontention that Kaufman'shyper-litera renditionsof theAmeri-
can dream repeatedly and consistently underscored the dream’svoid of
identity. Even Kaufman'sstint asabusboy, Keller argues, worksinthis
vein because heissubverting therags-to-richesnarrative by deliberately
confusing itssequence. Throughout hisanays's, anumber of pop culture
touchstonesare also used in order to further explore Kaufman'sideol ogi-
ca takedown of that dream, including Andy Warhol, Woody Allen’sZdlig,
and Lenny Bruce.

Kéler concludeswithareading of Kaufman as” ElvisPredey’sun-
canny sibling” (159), beginning with adiscussion of Kaufman'sbrilliant
Elvisimitation, muchloved by theKing himsalf. Thisis, arguably, awesak
spot intheoverall discussion, in part because Keller seemsto overem-
phasize one brief scenein the conclusionto Man onthe Mooninwhich,
after Kaufman'sdesath, there appearsashort nightclub scenethat features
Tony Clifton’sloungeact. Of course, Keller hasprevioudy discussed the
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gamesmanship with which Kaufman repeatedly problematized Clifton’s
real identity. Inthebook’sconclusion, though, heviewsClifton'sre-
emergenceat theend of thefilmasamark of “Kaufman'sinterminability”
(158), asif the cultural statusand very ideaof Kaufman, likeElvis, is
being immortalized through replication, post-mortem. Thequestionis
whether that brief scenefrom thefilm can prop up thishefty connection.

Itisnot just that Elvis sstar easily eclipseshisuncanny littlebrother;
Kdleriscareful to makethat essential qualification. Rather, by evading
comedy itself asasubject in hisdiscussion of Kaufman'swork, Keller
also minimizesthe generic significance between thetwo. Resisting, for
instance, Grell Marcus sargument that Kaufman'sElvisimpersonationis
moreaparody of other Elvisimpersonators, Kaufman wantsto claiman
“implicit alliance” (153) between the two based on theideol ogy of the
American dream. Yet, one beginsto wonder if perhaps Kaufman has
duped Kédller inthisingtance because even aqualified acknowledgment of
parody could actualy work to the advantage of Keller’sthesis. Heeffec-
tively showsin the penultimate chapter how Kaufman parodied theworld
of wrestling, soitisunclear just what isat stakein hisresistanceto that
sameline of argument in the case of theKing. After all, the genius of
Kaufman'simpersonationlies, inlargepart, initsliteral excess, whichisa
hallmark of parody aswell asacornerstone of Keller’'scentral argument.
Thisparticular lineof criticism, though, takesus back to the book’sfirst
claim, that it is not “about comedy.” To make the same claim about
Kaufman, though, asKdler at timesseemsto do, risksreading hisperfor-
mancesliterally to excess.

Nevertheless, thisbook isaninsightful and provocative examination
of Kaufman that makesacompelling casefor theAmerican dream askey
tohisart.

David Janssen
Gordon College
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The Aesthetics of Culturein Buffy the Vampire Slayer. By Mat-
thew Pateman. Jefferson, NC: M cFarland, 2006.

Matthew Pateman’s Aesthetics of Culture in Buffy the Vampire
Sayer may not betheonly “Buffy studies’ book you'll ever need, but it
should certainly beon any list of essentid readingsinthefield. Pateman
approachesthe pleasuresof Buffy's“text” astelevison—recognizingand
analyzing the production parameters, while at the sametime demonstrat-
ing histhesis, “Buffy istelevison asart, not becauseit triesto .. . . apethe
supposed purer relmsof literatureor evenfilm. .. but because. . . Buffy
haspropelled the possibilities of televisual aestheticsand hasdone so by
embracing and critiquing the culturesthat inform, sustain, and sometimes
threatenit” (12).

Following anintroductioninwhich*“culture” isdefined from severa
perspectives, the book isdivided into two parts. Part I, “ Aestheticsand
Cultures,” exploresinthefirst four chaptersvariouswaysinwhichthe
seriesrepresents, interrogates, and resistscultural definitionsand percep-
tionsof knowledge and power, ethnicity, history, and ethics. In each of
these chapters, Pateman offerssignificant insightsthat both acknowledge
and reposition previousinterpretations. He considersthe influences of
colonialism, of medieva eschatol ogy, and the signification of good and
evil—which Pateman’ sanaysisrevealsasmore complex on Buffy than
“good pretty, evil ugly,” ashasoccasi onally been supposed. Particular
episodesareexploredingreater depth: “ TabulaRasa’ for commentary on
British ethnicity, and“Pangs’ for itspeculiarly conflicted takeson Ameri-
canhistory. Pateman’sdiscussion of “Pangs’ (in chapter three, “ Aesthet-
ics, Cultureand History”) istypical of thebook’smethod inthat it offers
tangentia opportunitiesfor anaysisof “Britishness,” one of thetopicsof
the previouschapter on* Ethnicity.”

InPartll, " Restless Traditions: TheAestheticsof Involutionin Buffy
theVampireSayer,” Pateman defineshiscentra interpretive hypothess,
“theaestheticsof involution,” and demonstratesits application through
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four chapters corresponding to the four dreamsthat make up thefinal
episode of Buffy season four, “Restless.” Although others have com-
mented on Buffy’' ssingularly complex implementation of inter-, intra-, and
extra-textuality, Pateman’stheory of involution seems most capabl e of
dealing with atelevision seriessuch as Buffy the Vampire Sayer, whichis
serial, yet recursiveand alusive, “that revel sinitsown textual excess,
thatseemsto enjoy rewriting itsown premisesand dismantling theworld it
had created, that invitestheaudiencetolaugh at itself and the show, while
being utterly seriousinitscommitment to anotion of art and artistry that
pushestelevisionto placesit hasnot been before’ (112). Readersaready
familiar with thevariouscritical € ementsfrom which Pateman consiructs
portionsof histheory of involution—for example, narrative theory, or
thework of Lyotard—may find theauthor’sdetail ed explanationstedious,
but for novices—such asmany undergraduate readers of thisbook are
likely to be—they should provehelpful.

A key element of the aestheticsof involutionisthat any particular
scene, line, or even a name or image in one episode may launch, in
Pateman’sterm, “aninvolutional trajectory” leading backwardsor for
wards (or both) intheepisodeor series, aswell as, possibly, outward into
cultural allusonsbeyond the show itself. Therefore, one strength of the
book istheauthor’sseemingly effortlessencyclopedic knowledge of even
minute details of 144 episodes of seven seasons of Buffy the Vampire
Sayer. For readerswho are not such devoted viewers of the show, these
references, sometimestaken out of context asthe”involuted” allusions
wind back and forth, in and out, may givethemtheverbal equivalent of
whiplash.

Pateman’s conclusion addresses some of the continuing controver-
sesregarding thevaueof televison studiesin general and Buffy criticism
inparticular: Istelevison unworthy of criticical consgderation?Isthevery
concept of aesthetics (“quality television”) to be rejected as
elitist?Pateman’sno-nonsense answer is“Both positions. . . areclearly
stupid.” And The Aesthetics of Culture in Buffy the Vampire Sayer
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demongtratesjust how stupid, contributing not only avauable additionto
thestudy of Buffy, but also asignificant step forward intelevision studies
ingenera. Pateman’s"theory of involution” should certainly beapplicable
to other complex, challengingtelevision shows.

Elizabeth L. Rambo

Campbéll University
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