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1. Corporeality, Vision, Popular Culture:
A Skeptical Introduction

Yet ev’n these bones from insult to protect
Some frail memorial still erected nigh,
With uncouth rhymes and shapeless sculpture deck’d,
Implores the passing tribute of a sigh.
[…]
On some fond breast the parting soul relies,
Some pious drops the closing eye requires;
Ev'n from the tomb the voice of Nature cries,
Ev'n in our ashes live their wonted fires.

(Thomas Gray: Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard)

Defining the subject of this study is by no means an easy task. Each word of the title would
benefit from the addition of an extensive footnote, or even an individual chapter, because
each word stands out as a key theoretical concept, a distinct focal point, in recent discourses
about culture in general and the culture of vision in particular. It does not even bring us any
closer to this topic if I say (with a most indulgent and rudimentary gesture and ignoring the
criticism attracted by the tautology) that the present study deals first and foremost with the
body. This apparently minimalist but all the more ambitious claim requires an equal amount
of explanation and clarification; it requires, at the minimum, the delineation of the context
(most simply phrased as “In what sense?”) and the specification of the subject-matter
(“What body?” or “Whose body? Is it the body proper, or is it the body’s ‘other’ that we
talk about? Is it the white, male, heterosexual body, or is it the black, female, lesbian body?
Is it the iconic body of the colonizer or is it the stigmatized body of the colonized? Is it a
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modern, coherent, single and ideal body or is it a post-modern, fragmented one?”1).
Alongside this claim lingers the suspicion concerning the possibility and legitimacy of a
universal master-theory of the body, a unifying theory of corporeality, one that promises to
frame and stage the figure of the body as a central symbol, as the source and apex of
Western philosophical thinking.
As one may correctly suspect (and as the abundance of recent critical output amply
demonstrates), there is no unifying theory, no definitive conceptualization of the body. The
complexity of the problem undermines the possibility of such a theory. At the core of
corporeality lies an artificially sustained binarism: its taxonomies operate, among others,
with such dichotomies as experience and reality, time and space, absence and presence, part
and whole, self and society, flesh and spirit, body and subjectivity, percept and mind,
mutilation and prosthesis, technics and nature and, most naturally, life and death. In
addition, critical thinking, especially in the humanities and the social sciences, tends to
surround the body with converging discourses of sex, gender, race, feminism, materiality,
psychoanalysis, medicine, and most recently somatechnics that are based on a distinction
between the sheer materiality of the body, the empty, meaningless flesh, and the
meaningful body upon which various interconnected discourses are inscribed. The body is
seen as a scientific and socio-cultural construct that acquires, carries and mediates
meanings by way of inscription, by way of textualization. As Judith Butler remarks:

Are certain constructions of the body constitutive in this sense: that we
could not operate without them, that without them there would be no “I,”
and “we”? Thinking the body as constructed demands a rethinking of the
meaning of construction itself. And if certain constructions appear
constitutive, that is, have this character of being that “without which” we
could not think at all, we might suggest that bodies only appear, only
endure, only live within the productive constraints of certain […] regulatory
schemas.2
1

For a comprehensive discussion of the prevailing body-concepts see Nicholas Mirzoeff. Bodyscape. (New
York: Routledge, 1995) especially ’’Introduction” 1-18 and ’’Bodyscapes” 19-57.
2
Judith Butler. Bodies that Matter. (New York: Routledge, 1993) xi.
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Ironically, the body consistently resists these inscriptions which, in return, render the
body at best as elusive. Similarly, the attempt to strip the body bare of all philosophical,
ideological, social and scientific discourses seems to be just as fruitless. The risk of either
practice is that they reduce the body to a set of plain aspectualities. As if there was nothing
beyond the garment, nothing beneath the skin, no objectivity, no substance to grasp, no
invariance.
There is, therefore another instance that further complicates the conception of
corporeality. This other way to surpass the diversity of taxonomies is not so much to
approximate them to one another or to connect and integrate them so as to create and apply
new knowledge through cross-referencing (which is the common method of
interdisciplinarity) but rather to reverse the direction of the underlying questions. In this
approach the question is not “What is the body?” or “How do we think about the body?”
but rather “How do we think through the body?” This reversal does not mean a radical,
unnecessary and unwarranted dislocation of the logic of causality, nor does it imply the
reiteration of a neo-materialist position. Even less does it suggests a reconsideration of the
body as a singularity or as a universal point of reference. Rather, it underscores the somatic
conditioning of perception, experience and cognition. The implications of this view are
multiple, and so are the consequences: firstly, in a strictly neurobiological sense there is no
experience, no cognition, no signification outside the body. To recall Barbara Stafford’s
wording:

Consciousness apparently produces its own content, that is, the world. […]
Contemporary neural Platonism is demonstrating that even our objects of
perception, paradoxically, are not located in some external event. Our
experience at any given moment of consciousness is produced by our
autonomic nervous system interacting with the world. And the form of the
resulting representation is more a construction of neural networks than it is a
deliberate reflection or projection of that world.3

3

Barbara Stafford. ’’The Remaining 10 Percent: The Role of Sensory Knowledge in the Age of the SelfOrganizing Brain.” Visual Literacy. Ed. James Elkins. (New York: Routledge, 2008) 37.

9

Obviously, this is no news for the humanities – it is enough to recall Blake’s concept of
imagination

or

Maurice

Merleau-Ponty’s

understanding

of

the

mind

as

a

phenomenologically distributed system “that learns multiple ways of inhabiting the world
in relation to our bodies, other people, diverse organisms, and the ecology.”4 Simply put,
the traditional body-mind dichotomy is disrupted in favor of a paradigm where the
materiality of the body is inherent in perception, experience and cognition, not merely the
object or construct of these. Otherwise stated, corporeality does not only amount to
definitions of the “reality” or “materiality” of the body with respect to its “performativity,”
that is, its physiological, biosocial and socio-cultural coordinates. It also encompasses the
“embodiment,” the somaticization or the pathologization of perception, experience and
cognition and, eventually, the pathologization of the entire corporeal discourse.
Secondly, by way of the aforementioned pathologization, the term “corporeality”
also refers to the understanding of the body as a symptom, as a cultural, historical, social,
economical, artistic and scientific construct, as the materialization of all these discourses.
Hence the complexity of the problem. Corporeality becomes a paradox that bundles
together at least two apparently opposing premises: on the one hand, the way we conceive
of, experience and represent the body is always culturally coded, and on the other hand,
these conceptions, experiences and representations are themselves produced, lived, and
thought of in living, biological organisms we call bodies. As Butler notes: “[…] bodies live
and die; eat and sleep; feel pain, pleasure, endure illness and violence; and these ‘facts’ […]
cannot be dismissed as mere constructions.”5
In Body Criticism Barbara Stafford follows a similar trajectory. She explains that on
the onset of Enlightenment attempts to visualize knowledge, to render visible the invisible,
to bring to the fore the connection between the “visible surface and the invisible depth”
received their inspiration and initial impetus from the preoccupation with the anatomy of
the body in medicine as well as in the visual arts. This resulted in the abrupt expansion of
what she calls somatic metaphors:
4

Cf. Stafford ’’The Remaining 10 Percent: The Role of Sensory Knowledge in the Age of the SelfOrganizing Brain.”33 and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The Primacy of Perception: And Other Essays on
Phenomenological Phsycology, the Philosophy of Art, History and Politics. Ed. James M. Edie. (Evanston,
Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1964), especially 12-43.
5 Butler. Ibid.
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For the age of encyclopedism the human body represented the ultimate
visual compendium, the comprehensive method of methods, the organizing
structure of structures. As a visible natural whole made up of invisible
dissimilar parts, it was the organic paradigm or architectonic standard for all
complex unions.6

Indeed, the body (or, more appropriately the Body) has come to be used in a rather
metaphorical sense in Western philosophy over the centuries. What is common in the
diverse conceptions of the body is that they all look upon this bio-physiological
organization as something that eventually points beyond itself. It is not only the semantic
field of the word that has grown extremely dense. Also, the Body gradually emerged as one
of the most burdened and “stigmatized” cultural symbols. Its implications range from the
transcendental / kerygmatic philosophy of the “word-became-flesh” to the metaphor of the
“body politic,” an analogy that signifies an entire discourse on the structure and
representation of power. The historical trajectory of the kerygma or the word-flesh analogy
runs from biblical exegesis to deconstruction, to Derrida’s dream of a writing that could
directly express the living, speaking body, and his vision of a pen that is also a syringe
through which this body is transfused into language.7 Similarly, the body politic that, as
W.J.T. Mitchell writes, “involves seeing or imaging the social collective as a single
gigantic body”8 features a no less impressive historical trajectory: the arch of this analogy
can be drawn from Plato’s Timaeus, through Aristotle’s conceptualization of society as a
living organism in The Politics, John of Salisbury’s Policraticus to Renaissance concepts of

6

Barbara Maria Stafford. Body criticism: Imaging the Unseen in Enlightenment Art and Medicine. (MIT
Press, 1993) 12.
7
“If I compare a pen to a syringe, and I always dream of a pen that would be a syringe, a suction point rather
than that very hard weapon with which one must inscribe, incise, choose, calculate, take ink before filtering
the inscribable, playing the keyboard on the screen, whereas here, once the right vein has been found, no more
toil, no responsibility, no risk of bad taste nor of violence, the blood delivers itself all alone, the inside gives
itself up.” Jacques Derrida. ’’Cirsumfessions.” Jacques Derrida. Transl. Geoffry Bennington. (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1993) 12.
8
W.J.T. Mitchell. ’’Visual Literacy or Literary Visualcy?” Visual Literacy. Ed. James Elkins. (New York:
Routledge, 2008) 19.
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state and the conventional corporeal imagery of political thinking9 to Hobbes’s Leviathan,
and further on to Gilles Deleuze’s cryptic concept of “the body without organs,” which can
be regarded as the eventual de(con)struction of the body politic in terms of its organ-ization
(sic). For Deleuze the body without organs is something that envelops a creative disorder
rather than restrictive order, something that is not composed of stable entities but rather of
potentialities, influxes and interchanges between these potentialities. It marks an ever
dynamic flux of potentialities, a defragmenting fragmentation that motors the power to
differ. Unlike with the ‘body politic’ where organization is the operative factor, the “body
without organs” signifies “an intense germinal influx where bodies are not yet
differentiated into coded forms – mother, father, child – but are intensively different.”10 The
body without organs conveys life in terms of desire, and describes desiring life as intensive
difference.11 Consequently “the body is made up of powers to differ and these powers are
actualized in productive encounters.”12 In Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation Deleuze
uses the conception to describe a phenomenology of perception, more appropriately, to
criticize such a phenomenology and balance it with a “logic of sensation” that counters a
dialectic that is based on a systemic subject-object-dichotomy. As Deleuze writes:

Beyond the organism, but also at the limit of the lived, there lives […] the
body without organs. […] The body without organs is opposed less to
organs than to that organization of organs we call an organism. […] The
body is completely living, and yet nonorganic. Likewise sensation, when it
acquires a body through the organism, takes on an excessive and spasmodic
9

At this point I am indebted to Judit Mudriczki for sharing her insights into and findings about the origins and
early history of the ’’body politic.”
10
Cf. Claire Colebrook. Deleuze. A Guide for the Perplexed. (New York: Continuum, 2006) 131.
11
Colebrook, Ibid.
12
Colebrook, Ibid. For a detailed study of the issue see Colebrook’s last chapter: Colebrook, Ibid. 115-154.
As regards freeing images from the sensory apparatus of the human body Barbara Stafford gives a thoughtprovoking explanation: she claims that the sensory apparatus and the ecology/environment are coextensive
and are contained within a continuous process of interaction and auto-control between the human organism
and its environment: Stafford. ’’The Remaining 10 Percent: The Role of Sensory Knowledge in the Age of
the Self-Organizing Brain.” 38-39. This explains, among others, the fact how we come to see the world
cinematically, and how new visual effect technologies need to be invented and reinvented as the eye adapts to
them and recognizes them as ‘’tricks” – in a manifestation of the auto-organizing brain.
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appearance, exceeding the bounds of organic activity. It is immediately
conveyed in the flesh through the nervous wave or vital emotion. […] When
sensation is linked to the body in this way, it ceases to be representative, and
becomes real.13

Having undertaken all the painstaking attempts to find the optimal way to demarcate the
subject of this study and the possible methods of analysis, I have to come to terms with a
series of failures that subvert contextualization: a failure to categorize, another failure to
delineate the boundaries of the field of study, and yet another to designate the appropriate
terminology. I had to understand that we fail because, after all, categories fail, and
categories fail because language fails. If it were not for these sets of failures, I would be
tempted to say, though, that the body, even the materiality of the body is eventually as
much a scientific as it is a cultural construct. But then again, I would find myself at odds
with the validity of such categories: “science” is part of culture. And what we understand
by the word “culture” itself seems to be interlocked with the performance, position, selfdefinition and self-interpretation of science.14
Approaching the question from a different perspective, Barbara Maria Stafford
remains basically on the same analogical domain and elaborates on her position, on the
basis of the most recent findings of cognitive neuroscience and neurobiology which
indicate that “perception, physiology, and thought are inextricably linked.”15
After all these theoretical considerations, it is now a truism to say that the body has
become obsolete (or at least transparent) precisely because it is as an ensemble: it is a social
and cultural construct and as such it is difficult to grasp or locate. The physical body proper

13

Gilles Deleuze. Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation. Trans. Daniel W. Smith. (New York: Continuum,
2003.) 45.
14
One may choose to follow the anthropologically and ethnographically motivated definition (or description)
of culture given by Clifford Geertz: ’’Culture is simply the ensemble of stories we tell ourselves about
ourselves” Cf. Clifford Geertz. The Interpretation of Culture. (London: Hutchinson, 1975) 448, 452. Even
though this minimalist and narrative definition of culture allows for an almost limitless expansion where one
may even say with Geertz that there is nothing that is not culture. The risk such totalizing definitions run is
that, since they do not exclude anything, probably they explain nothing.
15
Stafford. ’’The Remaining 10 Percent: The Role of Sensory Knowledge in the Age of the Self-Organizing
Brain.” 32.
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sublimates in the discourses that try to frame and stage it. It always presents itself as
“other” it can only be experienced as other. Its experience is linked to formations of
violence, fragmentation and prosthesis.
The cliché of “the fragmented body” therefore gains a new meaning and a further
epistemological significance that also informs our understanding of culture and cultural
production on a broader scale. The fragmentation of the body does not exclusively amount
to the literal or metaphorical dismembering of the body through diverse technologies:
physically, by cutting it into pieces on the dissecting table or in the operating theatre, in
perverted or sacred rituals or by means of prostheses; and metaphorically, by the techniques
of representation, by framing it into time and space through stills and moving images. The
body is also fragmented by the variety of the artistic, scientific and critical discourses about
the body. And even if there is a considerable move towards interdisciplinarity, even if these
conceptualizations and taxonomies of the body are interrelated, there can be no unifying
conception, no master-theory of the Body. One may also want to say, at least from a critical
point of view, that the Body is always present as an ‘other’, it is always plural. To reiterate
and modify my former claim, the Body is a cultural (and scientific) construct which is
much easier to dismember than to assemble.
Consequently, the primary objectives of the dissertation can be summarized as
follows:

1. Since there can be no “Body” in the most innocent, indulgent or rudimentary sense,
if there is no “pure” body, only body-fictions (or “bodyfications,” implying that the
pure or natural body is stigmatized, contaminated and pathologized by discourse
and representation), I am interested in how and why these fictions are made.

2. My usage of the word “fiction” deliberately and intentionally departs from the
inherent binarism of dialectical thinking. I do not see fiction as that which is
opposed to reality, but rather as a self-contained, self-assertive construct. It is close
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to a Peircean thirdness.16 Fiction happens at the interface between the world and the
perception of the world. I see fiction as the interface itself. As a result, neither
fiction nor reality can be defined in relation to the other only. My usage of the term
approximates the Iserian concept in so far as it mobilizes Iser’s idea of staging.17
The “other” or the “outside” of fiction, therefore, could be called “metafiction”
indicating an awareness of fiction, more or less in the sense Linda Hutcheon uses
the term.18 I use the word “fiction” not only in the traditional sense to signify certain
stylistic and rhetorical patterns of literary production. My usage reaches back to the
etymological roots of the term: “fiction” comes from the Latin “fingo, fingere, finxi,
fictum” – meaning “to put together,” or more appropriately “to fabricate.” Bodyfiction, accordingly, refers to the understanding that bodies are constructs, and to
the rendition of these constructs.

3. I am interested in why we feel so compelled to represent the body (or bodies). In
other words, I am interested in the reverse of what I have referred to as a
transcendental / kerygmatic philosophy of the “word-became-flesh.” I am concerned
with how the flesh becomes word, or image for that matter. More particularly, and
to delineate the observer’s position as well, I am concerned with how the body is
read and looked at.

4. Consequently, my dissertation inscribes itself into the multi-faceted research that is
being conducted within the interdisciplinary field of popular visual culture. I build
my primary thesis upon the claim that the proliferation of imaging technologies
with which post-modern society surrounds, frames and eventually deconstructs the

16

For a detailed discussion of the concept of “Thirdness” cf. Charles Sanders Peirce. “The Collected Papers
Vol. I.: Principles of Philosophy.” Textlog.de: Historische Texte und Wörterbücher.
<http://www.textlog.de/4319.html.> Viewed on April 22, 2009.
17
Cf. Wolfgang Iser. “Epilogue.”The Fictive and the Imaginary. Charting Literary Anthropology. (London:
The Johns Hopkins UP, 1993) 281-305, especially the subchapter called “Staging as an Anthropological
Category” 296-305.
18
Cf. Linda Hutcheon. Narcissistic Narrative. The Metafictional Paradox. (New York: Routledge, 1984) 3648.
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classical (cinematic) image of the human body radically redefines our understanding
of corporeality and therefore qualifies for considerable critical attention.

5. In order to be able to provide a paradigmatic analysis of the prevailing bodyconcepts, I examine one particular aspect of corporeality as enveloped by and
disseminated through the popular forensic crime genre, particularly in the popular
forensic crime drama called CSI: Crime Scene Investigation and the film adaptation
of the forensic crime novel called Red Dragon. In this respect my approach
admittedly departs from the traditional practice of close reading as applied in
classical literary interpretations. I use the aforementioned text-forms as examples, to
illustrate certain phenomena and theoretical claims, and not as primary targets of
analysis.

My choice to concentrate on examples of a genre that is normally associated with popular
culture relies on two fundamental recognitions: firstly, that crime cinema is one of the most
emblematic and, from the point of view of plausibility, the most easily and most widely
accessible product of popular visual culture; and secondly, that the body has always been in
the centre of attention, especially in visual culture.
Forensic crime fiction and, especially, film, present an example of practice for what I
have to say about the body. In forensic crime fiction the idea of the “body-as-signifier”
becomes paramount, and is exploited both from a semiotic (the-body-as-text) and a
phenomenological-psychoanalytical (the-body-as-image) point of view. What is common in
these contexts is that they all attempt to reconstitute a fiction of some kind of corporeal
presence in response to the fragmentation of the physical body. The body reveals its own
textuality either by playing upon the materiality of the written sign manifest in the process
of the visual perception (the reading and/or seeing) of the same body. On the other hand,
the body is “only” present as an image which, by appealing to a more subtle interpretation,
operates as a conceptual frame of reference. As a result, forensic crime film appears to be
the epitome of the preoccupation and fascination with which post-modern (urban) culture
surrounds the experience of the (dead or fragmented) body. In forensic crime drama the
16

image of the body emerges as the par excellence manifestation, the “embodiment” of a lost
narrative.
At the same time, forensic crime fiction reaches beyond a simple gesturing at a
misinterpreted necrophilia or the fetishization of the body. I would like to consider forensic
crime fiction as paradigmatic with respect to our post-cultural fascination with
neurobiological and pathological knowledge, cognitive semiotics, the phenomenology of
perception, theories of subjectivity and the aestheticization of violence. Forensic crime
fiction is paradigmatic for the constitution and dissemination of meaning – on all levels of
the organism, be it bio-physiological and cognitive or socio-cultural and retroactive.

2. (Re-)Framing the Image

2.1 T(h)e(rr)orizing Visual Culture
In the introductory chapter of his book An Introduction to Visual Culture, one of the very
first substantial theoretical renderings of the visual from the point of view of cultural
studies, Nicholas Mirzoeff sums up the reasons for the establishment of visual culture as a
distinct field of study with the following words:

One of the most striking features of the new visual culture is the growing
tendency to visualize things that are not in themselves visual. Allied to this
intellectual move is the growing technological capacity to make visible
things that our eyes could not see unaided, ranging from Roentgen’s
accidental discovery of the X-ray in 1895 to the Hubble telescope’s
“pictures” of distant galaxies. […] In other words, visual culture does not
depend on pictures themselves but the modern tendency to picture or
visualize existence.19

19

Nicholas Mirzoeff. An Introduction to Visual Culture. (London and New York: Routledge, 1999) 5.

17

Concerning the responses of the advanced professions to the expanding technological
developments in imaging, Barbara Stafford goes even further and describes the
transformation of academic practices:

The history of the general move toward visualization thus has broad
intellectual and practical implications for the conduct of and the theory of
the humanities, the physical and biological sciences, and the social sciences
– indeed, for all forms of education, from top to bottom.20

In a similar fashion, Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright observe in Practices of Looking:
An Introduction to Visual Culture that visuality “characterizes our age, because so much of
our media and everyday space is increasingly dominated by visual images.”21 In accordance
with the arguments of these prominent theorists, by now it has become a truism to say that
over the past few decades, visuality, the proliferation of images and the emerging cultural
influence of visual (or “new”) media have apparently attracted increasing attention in
literary and cultural studies alike. The presence of the visual and the influence of the
exciting interdisciplinary field of visual culture, alternatively referred to as visual studies or
visual literacy22, have been addressed and put to theoretical and analytical use in the
interpretation and description of everyday cultural practices. In close connection to this and
with the expansion of literary studies into cultural studies, the position of the critical
discourses addressing the questions of art and artifact has necessarily changed as well. The
common feature of these sometimes disjunctive approaches was that they attempted to
counter-balance the alleged hegemony of textuality and to provide an alternative to a
basically linguistic paradigm that has dominated the interpretative discourses within the
humanities since the inception of structuralism and post-structuralism.
The word “alternative”, however, suggests an inadvertent reiteration of the age-old
image-word dichotomy. Throughout the history of culture, image and word have often
20

Barbara Stafford. Good Looking: Essays on the Virtue of Images (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996) 23.
Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2001) 370.
22
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fallen subject to a hierarchical ordering and have been thought of as competing, rival modes
of representation. Even the language theorists use to describe the interrelationship between
words and images has been stigmatized since it draws extensively on the ideological
construct of power and the vocabulary of political discourses: the use of words like rivalry,
struggle, hierarchy, dichotomy or contest indicates the persistence of the rhetoric of the “ut
pictura poesis” tradition where the underlying concept of language allows for the verbal
mastery of the visual field, where language ultimately envelops vision. As W.J.T. Mitchell
writes, “pictorial images are inevitably conventional and contaminated by language” and,
given the nature of the subject-matter, we are forced “to conceive of the relation between
words and images in political terms, as a struggle for territory, as a contest of rival
ideologies.”23 Later, in Picture Theory Mitchell reaffirms the formal incommensurability of
the “signs or media of visual and verbal expression” and states that

[t]he ‘differences’ between images and language are not merely formal
matters: they are, in practice, linked to the differences between the
(speaking) self and the (seen) other; between telling and showing; […]
between words (heard, quoted, inscribed) and objects or actions (seen,
depicted, described); between the sensory channels, traditions of
representation, and modes of experience.24

Mirzoeff seems to echo Mitchell’s ideas when he observes that “western culture has
consistently privileged the spoken word as the highest form of intellectual practice and seen
visual representations as second rate illustrations of ideas.”25
Radical as Mirzoeff’s claim may be, it does not only indicate the frustrations of the
art historian over the “absolutization” of language and textuality but is also symptomatic of
a paradigm shift in the course of philosophical thinking, which Mitchell calls “the pictorial
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turn” in Picture Theory.26 Mitchell traces back the roots and early variations of this shift to
the semiotics of Charles Peirce and to Nelson Goodman’s meditations about the “languages
of art.” In Mitchell’s opinion these treatises of the visual become significant when they
“explore the conventions and codes that underlie nonlinguistic symbol systems and […] do
not begin with the assumption that language is paradigmatic for meaning.”27 He also reads
Derrida’s “grammatology” as an enterprise that accentuates the visual/perceptual
conditioning of textuality; as an intellectual maneuver that eventually de-centers “the
phonocentric model of language by shifting attention to the visible, material traces of
writing.”28 Foucault’s strong emphasis on the breach between “the discursive and the
visible, the seeable any the sayable”29 is not only a determining feature of the pictorial turn,
but is also constitutive of a reflective disjunction between the verbal and the visual. Finally,
Mitchell concludes that this disjunction also derives from an elemental “iconophobia,” an
anxiety that characterizes our relations to images and, more importantly, our responses to
them. This anxiety also implies that, in the end, we are unprotected against the power of
images. Consequently the status of the image moves back and forth between “a paradigm
and an anomaly.”30
The pictorial turn as such is therefore a paradox: the image has gained, at least in
Mitchell’s view, unprecedented power, or at least managed to overwhelm the cultural space
of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, we must not forget that the fascination with images
has always been accompanied by an inverse emotional and intellectual tendency. “What is
specific to our moment is this paradox.”31 In fact, ten years after the publication of Picture
Theory Mitchell dedicates a whole book to the “lives and loves,” the demands, needs and
desires of images. In What do Pictures Want? he explores how images can trigger
intellectual, emotional and even somatic responses in their viewers. But in Picture Theory
his primary goal is to demonstrate that beside the textual paradigms of hermeneutics,
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rhetoric or post-structuralism which conceive of (and read) the world ultimately as a text,
there has been an urgent need for a paradigm in which the linguistically conditioned
semiotics, the textual aspects of signification is complemented by a conceptual model of
image and visuality. Such a “theory” is based on the insight that human experience and
cognition are much more dependent on the visual domain in an era that has spawned
advanced technologies of creating and storing images (let alone the exploitation of
mechanical and digital reproducibility) than they have ever been in the history of Western
culture. Therefore Mitchell tries to develop a “picture theory” (or more appropriately, a
theory of pictures) by arguing for a “postlinguistic, postsemiotic rediscovery of the picture”
and for the “realization that spectatorship may be as deep a problem as various forms of
reading […] and that visual experience or ‘visual literacy’ might not be fully explicable on
the model of textuality.”32
Ironically, the establishment and academic canonization of a field of study
necessarily relies on specific forms of textuality. Every discipline generates (eventually
historical) narratives of its own, which are continuously overwritten through reflections on
the objects and methods of research. The historical narratives of a discipline work as
paratexts to the narratives generated within the discipline, and undermine attempts to
identify the object of study and delineate the relevant methods and goals of research. Visual
culture is no exception.
At the same time, recent meta-discourses of the field, the primary objective of which
has been to determine and delineate the position of the study of the visual within the
humanities in general and within cultural studies in particular, have made it obvious that
“visual culture,” in its eminent form, reaches beyond the limits of the philosophical and arthistorical paradigms that were used to address phenomena of vision. It seems, that visual
culture, or the study of the visual, does not (and cannot) simply entail a strict and close
study of a more-or-less plausibly definable subject-matter. The interpretation and critical
evaluation of images necessarily brought about the need to interpret and critically evaluate
the forms they take or the techniques and media which surround their production and, in
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close connection to this, to interpret and critically evaluate the practices of observation, the
observer, and, most importantly, the psycho-physiological implications of seeing.
As a result, it has become obvious that the delineation of the place of visual culture
with respect only to the status of the image and the pictorial sign as opposed to the status of
the text and the linguistic sign would be an oversimplification of the subject-matter. That
way, one would simply reduce the study of the visual to the reiteration of yet another
institutionalized discourse about modes of representation and signification. Such a
reduction runs the risk not only of leaving the socio-cultural and biosocial implications of
representation without reflection but also of retaining a position where perception is
described as a passive process, working through separate senses independent of each
another – a position hardly defendable on the basis of contemporary neurobiological
research.
In fact, also the name “visual culture” might occasion several misunderstandings.
Does it signify a distinct academic discipline the purpose of which is to critically evaluate
visual phenomena or does it, in a more natural move, refer to a cultural paradigm where
culture is described as primarily dominated or, at a minimum, approached, through the
visual? As Mitchell argues,33 it would perhaps be better to surpass the paradigmatism of
traditional disciplinarity in favor of a much more natural pragmatism, and speak about
“visual literacy” in the same sense as we talk about computer literacy or internet literacy.
This would mean expanding the concept of the visual so that it signifies, apart from
the more or less established academic discourses, a set of skills and practices we use to
acquire and disseminate knowledge and experience through a vast variety of activities that
are connected to the visual and that range from artistic creation to news media to the use of
images and the application of imaging technologies in science. Either way, it should be
taken into account that even though it is the humanities that consider the significance and
impact of the visual from a cultural perspective, by the originally interdisciplinary nature of
vision and the visual, the study of visual culture is not exclusively a discipline of the
humanities.
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As Mieke Bal argues, an “essentialist approach” to visual culture seems to be at odds
with its own endeavor.34 The so-called “objects” of study range from conceptualizations of
the image as ‘outside’ object, or mental construct, to the artistic and scientific renderings of
vision, from the technics of the visual to the media through which it is mobilized. Each
object can be approached through a variety of methods (and with an eye on a variety of
goals), which are, in return, interconnected on various levels of inter- and
multidisciplinarity. Barbara Stafford offers perhaps the most plausible criticism of the
essentialist approach. She claims that

[v]isual literacy is a temporal construct, rising or falling with the cultural
and scientific assumptions and values of a given period. Currently, in the
humanities, however, it rests on implicit views of perceptual processes and
of the perceiving mind that are far from up-to-date and that, surprisingly,
remain anachronistically Lockean.35

Consequently, in trying to subvert such anachronisms, the study of the visual has to adhere
to the cultural and scientific circumstances surrounding the construction and dissemination
not only of images but also of discourses and meanings. The conceptualization of the
image, for instance, in a strictly philosophical approach, rests on epistemological grounds
and is linked to the phenomenology of perception. But, by the same token, the
phenomenology of perception is also reliant on cognitive-semiotic, psycho-physiological
and neurobiological considerations of how the selection, filtering, categorization and
rearranging of external stimuli are associated with the events of the mind.36 In other words,
both phenomenology and cognitive science fall within the domain of visual culture defined
broadly.
As a result, critical trends in the study of visual culture have recently taken interest in
the position and configuration of the human body. Many of these approaches rely on the
34
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implications of cognitive neuroscience, psychoanalysis or social anthropology, whereas
others draw on studies of mediality or the various technologies surrounding the
proliferation of corporeal images (and, retroactively, images of corporeality) in science and
art. The phenomenology of perception, at the same time, necessarily runs into the problem
of subjectivity. Forcibly sustained binarisms such as the subject-object dichotomy or the
image-picture disjunction further complicate the theoretical embedding of the field.
On the other hand, the mingling of visual culture and new media provides solid
grounds on which it is possible re-contextualize the corporeality of vision with respect to its
relation to the growing technological consciousness that characterizes the history of visual
culture. It seems that the underlying technical imperative at work in the production and
dissemination of meaning in the visual domain is also constitutive of the entire perceptual and conceptual - framework of the “scopic” itself. In terms of technics, this imperative
follows the Stieglerian logic of prosthetic supplementation of the human, and generates its
own meta-discourses in science as well as in art. The intricate parallels Derrida draws
between blindness, drawing, surgery (kheirurgia, the working of the hand), and the groping
hand37 of the blind apprehending space underscore the dependence of vision on what
Bernard Stiegler calls “technics”38 – the understanding that culture and learning, strategies
and practices of knowledge depend on rather than define the technical development of a
certain era, and that bodies are lived, experienced and performed by way of the
implementation of technological apparatuses. Earlier attempts such as Jonathan Crary’s
concern with the involvement of the observer’s body in the processes of perception in
Techniques of the Observer, or Barthes’ treatise of the camera obscura, all locate the site
(and the sight) of corporeality within the same paradigm.
The artistic output of the poet and visual artist Elizabeth Goldring, who herself lives
with a visual impairment, provides an example of practice for the underlying
technologization of both perception and art. Goldring is a Senior Fellow at MIT’s Center
for Advanced Visual Studies where her research projects include visualizing the loss of her
37
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own eyesight and participation in the development of the “seeing machine” (the Scanning
Laser Ophthalmoscope or SLO) to aid those in the same predicament. Goldring uses the
machine to enable the visually impaired to read visual poems, and to experience
architectural space by utilizing a virtual environment software. She also relies on the
machine in creating a unique form of visual art she calls RetinaPrints, which are images of
objects Goldring sees through the machine, superimposed over the images of her own
damaged retina.
Goldring’s RetinaPrints and other applications of the machine demonstrate that
vision ultimately takes place in a “field of the visible that is haunted by the spectre of
technology.”39 It always presupposes an apparatus that can be – and eventually is –
manipulated. The prosthetic functions of the apparatus, however, cannot only be described
in terms of technics, but also in terms of corporeality: the image created, manipulated,
projected and eventually framed by the apparatus is inexorably inscribed onto the body.
The inscription of the image, at the same time, is only attainable as différance that protects
from the amalgamation of the apparatus and the body and retains the integrity of the body
proper. The technics of the visual therefore would also be intertwined with considerations
of the production and dissemination of signs and meanings, with an underlying bio-social
semiotics where the recognition of the sign (or trace) becomes more and more dependent on
the techniques of perception.

2.2 Violence and the Power of Images
David Freedberg in his Power of Images provocatively describes the primeval reactions to
the making and reception of images in terms of sex and affection: “People are sexually
aroused by pictures and sculptures.”40 Freedberg’s approach builds around the historicity of
response, and focuses on historically emphatic, and therefore, archetypical forms such as
consecration, votive practices, meditation and contemplation, fetish and arousal,
39
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iconoclasm, idolatry, as well as on the historicity of such dichotomies as representation and
reality, or verisimilitude and resemblance. Nevertheless, the subject-matter he chooses and
the method with which he inscribes it into a historical context point to the latent
mystification of the interdependence of images and corporeality in art history. Freedberg
writes:

My concern is with those responses that are subject to repression because
they are too embarrassing, too blatant, too rude, and too uncultured; because
they make us aware of our kinship with the unlettered, the coarse, the
primitive, the undeveloped; and because they have psychological roots that
we prefer no to acknowledge.41

Freedberg’s plastic example explicates the image of the body as it appears in a picture. Not
the appearance of any kind of body, but a body the image of which is capable of inducing
arousal in its viewers. Although Freedberg’s argument is sexually oriented and inscribes
the psychopathology of the body into our percepts, the general thread of his argument
underscores a cognitive transposition that occurs between the real and its image, the image
of the body and the positing of its “actuality,” a kind of internalized otherness. As
Freedberg explains, arousal unveils an underlying “cognitive relation between looking and
enlivening.”42 It is not difficult to trace the introjection of the corporeality-paradigm in
Freedberg’s logic; in the act of looking the “image-ness” of the image is temporarily
suspended or bracketed:

Once we perceive the body as real and living (or once we wish to perceive it
as real and living, or to reconstitute forms with some such result), we invest
it with life and respond to it accordingly. When, mutatis mutandis, we find
ourselves responding to an image as if it were real, it seems at that moment
no mere signifier but the living signified itself. […] The issue is not one of
context, since to claim this much is not to attempt to achieve terms of
41
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definition for what is or is not seen to be lifelike, or real, or living in
particular cultures or contexts. It is rather to suggest that there is a cognitive
relation between looking and enlivening.43

In one of his recent books W.J.T. Mitchell takes a very similar position. By mobilizing the
(Lacanian) categories of desire and the surplus value of desire, he proposes a basically
anthropomorphic handling of images. His “objectionable subjectivizing” of images touches
upon the question of violence in the chapter entitled “Offending Images.”44
Mitchell portrays violence as operating in two directions: either it springs from the
image and affects the viewer, or it characterizes the viewer’s response and is directed at the
image. Though Mitchell identifies radical iconoclasm as the extreme of this violence, I
would argue that the apparently much more peaceful forms of response such as turning
one’s look away, or turning one’s back on the “face” of the image are also intelligible as
indirect manifestations of violence.
I am not only thinking about the reasons why one may feel compelled to turn their
back on the image. That could be the result of many factors, from aesthetic disappointment
to ethical or ideological conviction to more prosaic causes such as fear or disgust. I am also
thinking about the more violent drives these actions repress: turning the look away
eventually undoes the image by cancelling out its visibility – not the material existence of
the image, but its ability to affect.
Turning away eventually undoes sight and brings onto the viewer a blindness that
prevents them from communicating with the image. And yet, even these responses are
unable to cancel out the presence of violence and the power of the image. Even the selfinflicted blindness becomes the “invisible” trace of the spectacularity of violence to which
it responds. Refusing to look, though promising to undo violence, only accentuates its
power. And in this respect there is no difference between destroying the image or refusing
to look at it. The ultimate act of iconoclasm may undo, destroy, annihilate the picture, the
object, the material manifestation, but never the image.
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The implications of the discourse about the “power” of the image and the
preoccupation with the potential violence of responses to the image pose a series of
questions about the phenomenology of violence and, subsequently, power. Mitchell’s
starting point is crucial for the argument of my dissertation, and for the discussion of what
one might call, paraphrasing Mitchell, “the surplus value of violence” in the visual world of
crime fiction as well. Mitchell’s argument is the following:

It is possible to imagine, I suppose, certain objects that would be seen as
objectionable “on their own,” without some form of representation or
presentation to call attention to them. Excrement, garbage, genitals, corpses,
monsters, and the like are often regarded as intrinsically disgusting or
objectionable.45

The question remains: are images considered violent on the basis of some objective
conditioning, or they violent because we, as spectators, see them that way? A ready and
easy way to solve the problem of violence attributed to images is denial and rejection: if we
do not see them, they do not exist. The problem, unfortunately, is much more complicated.
Violence at all times comes with a context. The gaze brings it into life, or, using less
metaphysical wording, the interpretation of violence is culturally coded – it comes in a
frame: it is violent because we think it is, we learned to consider it and appreciate it that
way.
Now Mitchell is interested in what happens when the cultural codes of violence are
de-constructed, in the most eminent sense of the word: deconstruction does not necessarily
mean destruction (though his discussion of iconoclasm accentuates the extremities of
response as well), but a form of showing the other of violence through inscribing it, rewriting it, putting its codes into a different context.
Violence is consequently not objective. It is in the subject. And apparently the same
is true about the fragmentation of the body: we respond to the sight of a corpse powerfully.
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Kristeva describes it as the example par excellence of the abject.46 The corpse creates
repulsion or disgust because we subconsciously empathize with the victim, and in the sight
of the body we recognize it as similar to our own body, we project our own experiences of
corporeality onto it and internalize its fragmentation as if it were the fragmentation of the
body proper.
In forensic crime fiction, when the body seen on the autopsy-table it becomes a
substitute; it is not only any body, it is the mental projection of the body proper, a surrogate
body that takes the place of the viewer’s body – as I will later argue. What crime cinema
does is no more and no less than asking the question openly and directly: is it possible to
render violence in an artistic, aesthetically appealing form? Is there an aesthetics of death,
or an aesthetics of detection?
As regards the appreciation of the cinematic image, two prominent critics come to
mind. Gilles Deleuze approaches the impact of the image on the grounds of the
phenomenology of sensation, and uses the term “affect” to describe the agency, or “the
quality of power” of the image.47 Christian Metz observes that “for the spectator, the film
can on occasion be a ‘bad object’: then we have filmic unpleasure, which I deal with
elsewhere […] and which defines the relation of certain spectators to certain films.”48
Consequently, it is important to bear in mind that viewers’ responses do not
necessarily coincide with the prevailing concepts of aesthetic, and the study of the aesthetic
is not necessarily limited to the dissemination of value judgments. The scrutiny and the
cultural and ideological (re-)contextualization of the perceptive and (psycho-)analytical
implications of truth and cognition are of much greater importance. Such an aesthetic,
however, runs the risk of imposing upon itself a hermeneutical constraint by regarding the
artistic representation as normative, and, consequently, it fails to realize that the
manifestation of art, at least from a phenomenological perspective, intertwines with the
various forms of corporeality. It is the implementation of the body proper in the cognitive
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processes that eventually makes art possible. To ignore the corporeal conditioning of
aesthetics, therefore, means to detach it from its underlying anthropological perspectives.

The implications of these considerations for the study of crime are obvious. Crime fiction
envelops the trauma of the real. With regard to the relationship between spectatorial
response and the power of images Brigitte Peucker observes:

Cognitive and phenomenological approaches to perception alike tell us that
spectatorial affect is real even when it is film and not reality that produces it.
Thus, the emotional and bodily responses of the spectator can be said to
extend textuality into the real world.49

As far as the viewers’ responses are concerned, there is practically very little difference (if
any) between the physiological factors of fascination and repulsion. Both are strong
emotional

responses.

The

mobilization

of

ethical

categories

leads

to

the

transcendentalization of aesthetics, and, consequently, the whole conception of
corporeality.
Therefore, as I will explain in the following chapter, crime fiction is a very
conservative and ethically determined genre: in general it aims at the restitution of the
status quo. In an eminent reading it is a genre of redemption, where social and moral justice
is restored one way or another, directly or indirectly, as a rule of thumb. Villains are always
villains, and the genre is heavily reliant on catharsis. Crime fiction provides for the society
the promise of the morally good – even when it criticizes the corruption of the society like
the gangster film of film noir, it holds up a convex mirror to reflect and externalize our
fears and anxieties and provide them with a widely accessible, fascinating and popular
form.
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3. Framing the Body: CSI: Crime Scene Investigation

3.1 Detection and Deconstruction?
The prominent position crime stories occupy in popular culture, and popular film and
television in particular, could hardly be debated. Their critical reception and their approval
as a distinct and established form of literature were for a long time confined to the narrow
context of the popular and were defined against the alleged aesthetic supremacy, sometimes
even “elitism,” of “high art.”50 Strangely enough, there were also a few exceptions. A nondefinitive and highly selective list of such “academically canonized” texts might include the
gothic novels, or Horace Walpole’s Castle of Otranto (1765) that basically established the
horror story,51 Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) with its pseudo-scientific treatises and
ethical ponderings, Poe’s stories written between 1840 and 1845, among them the Murders
in the Rue Morgue or The Purloined Letter, or Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories (1880s and
1890s). But one could cite here Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1866), and most
certainly, the writings of Allan Pinkerton (1870s) and G. K. Chesterton (1910s). These
writers and these works all draw on, envelop, address, or, at a minimum, involve crime.
Therefore I use the term “crime fiction” as it is used in recent critical practice: in the
broadest possible sense, to refer to any form of genre fiction that addresses violence as
(socially) criminalizing and criminalized. In contrast, “detective fiction” designates a
particular branch of crime fiction where the plot evolves around a central detective-figure
50
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and her or his personal quest and methods in solving a crime. Literatures of crime could be
subdivided into further categories or genres (and these into sub-subgenres), such as the
whodunit, the crime thriller, the hard-boiled, the historical crime novel, the policeprocedural or the psychological suspense, etc. Still, drawing up definitive generic
boundaries is not without a problem. Much of crime writing is highly formulaic and,
consequently, repetitive – a feature that can be the key to its success, but one that also runs
the risk of becoming boring. Yet again, most subgenres were born as a result of the
repeated transgressions of generic rules. It is important to note that in most approaches
gothic fiction and the horror story, for instance, fall outside the boundaries of classical
crime or detective genres, and are treated as distinct formations. Also, a chronology of
works provided by The Cambridge Companion to Crime Fiction regards Defoe’s Moll
Flanders as the first crime story that bears the characteristics of what came to be defined as
crime fiction.52 In later developments of detective or crime fiction, however, the generic
boundaries are blurred, and a lot of crime stories use features and patterns traditionally
associated with the thriller, the gothic, or horror fiction. Classic examples from the
twentieth century include Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho, Twin Peaks by David Lynch and
Mark Frost, Thomas Harris’ Hannibal-trilogy, or Jeffrey Deaver’s The Bone Collector.
Among others, its flexibility gives crime fiction its constant appeal, especially in the later,
mainly postmodern developments of crime writing. As Jonathan C. Brown reminds, it is
“the promiscuous interchange between generic and non-generic forms which defines much
of postmodern literature.”53
As far as the critical acclaim of crime fiction is concerned, it has long been delayed,
especially on the classically trained side of academia. In the 1960s, however, with the
dismantling of the stiff and inflexible barriers between the “low” and “high” registers of
culture, with the expansion of literary studies into cultural studies and with the emergence
of film studies, academic interest in the various forms and permutations of crime and
detective fiction started to increase.
52
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Detective fiction has since been taken into consideration in a number of ways. In the
“Introduction” to The Art of Detective Fiction Martin Swales claims that “the detective may
be the last tragic protagonist still available to our culture.”54 He delineates a dialectic
“inherent in a tale which, of its very nature, speaks of mayhem – of criminality,
transgression, violence, carnage and (most usually) death.”55 Since this dialectic
incorporates a “Dionysian tumult and chaos within parameters of Apolline order, of (social
and literary) convention” the genre of detective fiction can be “conservative and
subversive” at the same time.56 According to Swales this dialectic can be explicated from a
number of interpretive positions: in a “theological” approach the detective story is
considered to “address our inborn sense of guilt” where the figure of the detective arises as
a redeemer; a so-called “thanatological” interpretation accentuates the underlying role of
death; the primary concern of the “cognitive-cum-philosophical” paradigm is the struggle
between “rationality and logic” and the “irrationality of psychological promptings;” some
stories are appreciated on the basis of the “Barthesian effect-of-the-real,” encompassing the
“social configuration of the detective story world […] particularly within the American,
hard-boiled tradition […].”57
In the concluding chapter of the Cambridge Companion to Crime Fiction Laura
Marcus integrates the socio-cultural approach with questions of poetics. By choosing a
meta-textual starting point, she “rehabilitates” detective fiction on the basis of its
emblematic structure and narrative technique:

Detective fiction has played and continues to play a complex and curious
role in relation to the broader field of literature. On the one hand, detective
fiction, like other genre fictions, is seen as a popular and lesser subset of
high or 'proper' literature. On the other, the literature of detection, with its
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complex double narrative in which an absent story, that of a crime, is
gradually reconstructed in the second story (the investigation), its uses of
suspense, and its power to give aesthetic shape to the most brute of matter,
has been seen as paradigmatic of literary narrative itself. Tzvetan Todorov's
The Typology of Detective Fiction, which remains one of the most
significant contributions to the field, sought to uphold the distinction
between 'genre fiction' and 'literature' (as a question of structure rather than
of value). However, his identification of the two orders of story, inquest and
crime, as equivalents to the Russian formalist distinction between sjuzet and
fabula (often translated as 'discourse' and 'story' respectively), makes the
detective story […] 'the narrative of narratives', its classical structure a
laying-bare of the structure of all narrative in that it dramatises the role of
sjuzet and fabula and the nature of their relation.58

Form the point of view of narrative theory, I would not hesitate to go as far as claiming that
detective fiction may be considered the par excellence meta-fiction, the detective (or, as I
will argue later, the forensic scientist) the par excellence figuration of the reader who
reflects upon, and re-narrates, the very act of reading.59
At the same time, the socio-cultural relevance of detective fiction can be explained
from a semiotic perspective as well. I base my approach on the recurring questions about
how meaning is produced and disseminated through the various interconnected fields of
culture – a problem to which detective fiction provides an example of practice. I look at
detective fiction as that which dramatizes forms, structures and paradigms of semiosis. The
detective pushes their way through the plethora of sings and marks, traces and references,
muted voices and missing faces, and their primary concern is to (re-)construct meaning –
by piecing together the fragments of a lost narrative. The concept of fragmentation in the
portrayal of the continuous search for meaning and knowledge gives rise to associations
with a game of “puzzle.” Detection is often referred to as a game of the intellect, it is
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enough to remind of Sherlock Holmes’s famed words addressed to Dr. Watson – “The
game’s afoot!” However, the emphatic role of the physical, material sign (objects, traces
and marks found at a crime scene or on the victim’s body) and the element of pursuit
suggest that detective fiction is also comparable to a hunt, “probably the oldest human
activity requiring detective skills.”60 Carlo Ginzburg sees a direct line of descent from the
primary form of detection and hunting to the birth of narrative. He writes that hunting
requires a peculiar form of knowledge.

This knowledge is characterized by the ability to construct from apparently
insignificant data a complex reality that could not be experienced directly.
Also, the data is always arranged by the observer in such a way as to
produce a narrative sequence, which could be expressed most simply as
“someone passed this way.” Perhaps the actual idea of narration […] may
have originated in a hunting society, relating the experience of deciphering
tracks. This obviously indemonstrable hypothesis nevertheless seems to be
reinforced by the fact that the rhetorical figures on which the language of
[…] deduction still rests today – the part in relation to the whole, the effect
in relation to the cause – are traceable to the narrative axis of metonymy,
with the rigorous exclusion of metaphor. The hunter would have been the
first “to tell a story” because he alone was able to read, in the silent, nearly
imperceptible tracks left behind by his prey, a coherent sequence of
events.61

He then continues his argument observing that even though the phrases “to decipher” or “to
read” tracks are metaphors, “we have tried to take them literally.”62
Ginzburg’s claims situate semiotics not only in a socio-cultural but also in a biosocial
context. They direct attention to the phenomenology of perception where the
60
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conceptualization of language is interlocked with bodily drives, with the conceptualization
of the (living) body. To borrow Mitchell’s words, this phenomenology problematizes the
“the look, the gaze, the glance, the practices of observation, surveillance and visual
pleasure” as well as conceptions of “reading, decipherment and decoding”63 – both on the
detective’s side as well as on the side of the audience. In my view, therefore, the main
semiotic question about detective fiction is how non-linguistic signs are perceived,
interpreted and finally “translated” into language, how their meaning is mediated through
different technological devices.
Detection, consequently, is the par excellence semiotic activity, a performance that
eventually frames and stages signification. At its foundations, detective fiction dramatizes
what Calro Ginzburg calls a “presumptive” or “evidential paradigm” the purpose of which
is to analyze “specific cases which could be reconstructed only through traces, symptoms
and clues.”64 The process of detection also accentuates the interdependence of the
perceptibility of trace and the imperceptibility of reference as fundamental to the
constitution of meaning. In this sense, the detective appears to be the ultimate semiotician,
more particularly, the ultimate deconstructionist who relies on visible traces in trying to
articulate (and conceptualize) the invisible. Signification becomes a dynamic process, a
process of constant oscillation between trace and reference, absence and presence, sense
and nonsense. does not merely amount to a radical suspension of reference. Rather, it
shows that meaning is always constituted as an “other”– in relationships with signification,
with differences between the trace and its other. In its eminent form, detective fiction
becomes the par excellence deconstructive genre, a symbolic gesturing at deconstruction’s
preoccupation with this “other.”
But there appears to be a considerable discrepancy between detective fiction’s
ambition to provide direct references and deconstruction’s obsession with différance.
Detective stories seem to deal with consequent correspondences between sign and meaning,
between evidence and its interpretation, and the real fictional genius manages to follow
interpret clues and solve crimes in an infallible manner.
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Obviously, the picture is much more complicated. First of all, one has to bear in mind
that it is a misunderstanding to suggest there is no meaning in deconstruction. Jacques
Derrida explains in an interview with Richard Kearney: “It is totally false to suggest that
deconstruction is a suspension of reference. Deconstruction is always deeply concerned
with the ‘other’ of language.”65 This “other,” he argues, is always absent, it is only what
language points to and therefore is impossible to articulate.66
Secondly, it is important to remember that detection (real life and fictional detection
alike) bundles together the three fundamental social constructs where semiotics as an
evidential paradigm plays a definitive role: language/writing, historiography and medicine.
Each of these constructs discloses its own semiotic strategies as decipherment and
inscription, and delineates its signs on the basis of differences. Meaning is constituted
within these relations.
Fictions of detection are “deconstructions” insofar as they amount to a symbolic
gesturing at language. Moreover, the reconstruction of the lost narrative encompasses the
reconstruction of a lost voice, and, finally, a lost subject.
Apart from the emblematic structural characteristics and the underlying auto-poetic
lure that lingers around the narrative techniques and semiotic implications of detective
fiction, it so appears that yet another characteristic feature plays an important role in the
typology of detective fiction and delineates the social and cultural context of the genre.
This third factor is the theme of violence. It so appears that violence, in its eminent form,
has always been around. We have always been, in some strange ways, fascinated with
violence, and, just like the theme of love, it has always been one of the main concerns of
art. In fact, there could be an endless list of works in literature as well as in the visual arts
that are in some ways connected to the themes of crime and violence. For instance, it would
be highly irresponsible, and also hypocritical, to disregard the disturbing, even repulsive
brutality with which Gloucester is blinded on stage in King Lear, or to ignore the images of
viscerality (and, by the same token, sexuality) in Macbeth where, with a de-chronologizing
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move, the dead body of Banquo comes to life in Act III Scene 4, at least in Macbeth’s
vision, to silently confront his murderer. As if Shakespeare’s play were to constitute a
cultural-historical pretext to the famed metaphor of the speaking corpse, which eventually
comes to mobilize the intricacies of plot, the corporeal semiotics, the psychoanalytical
implications and, most importantly, the phenomenology of perception in contemporary
forensic crime fiction… In a similar fashion, and at the other extreme, one may choose to
read the images of violence in Sylvia Plath’s Daddy literally. The sudden actuality of bones
and blood, the excruciating convulsions of the psyche that bounces between abjection and
the unattainable object of desire eventually lead to the realization that it is the notions of
violence and viscerality, it is the experience of corporeality through the acts of suicide and
killing that the poem disguises.
Of course, I rely on the above selection of literary examples purposefully: the range
of texts I referred to was not meant to suggest that no distinctions whatsoever should be
made between either of the mentioned works as regards their narrative or poetic features or
their target-audiences. Nor were these examples intended to propose a comprehensive reconceptualization of (moral) aesthetics on the basis of what and how readers read and, more
importantly, how they respond to it. This deliberately wide array of texts was meant to
reiterate, nevertheless, that with the collapse of the rigid boundaries between “low” and
“high,” elite and popular, with the advent of postmodernism, the very category of the
“aesthetic,” especially with respect to the representation of violence, has become utterly
problematic.
In the following I will try to introduce and contextualize CSI: Crime Scene
Investigation with respect to the history and development of the forensic crime genre. I will
lay special emphasis on the ways the show exploits the various forms of visualization by
overwriting traditional patterns of visual narrative, camera work and mise-en-scéne. By
experimenting with the practices and technicalities surrounding the production of the
cinematic image, CSI adopts a visual style that also redefines the conceptions of seeing, and
challenges the boundaries of the visual as such. Therefore I see CSI as the epitome of the
representation of corporeality in contemporary visual culture, and, consequently, as a
unique televisual phenomenon.
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3.2 Forensics, Science, Spectacle – Contextualizing CSI
The body is the perfect specimen
(Anthony E. Zuiker)

Las Vegas at night – neon lights, busy casinos, people coming and going. The street is
swarming with police cars and police personnel. A man was previously found dead in his
apartment in the bathtub, still holding a gun, and wrapped in a sleeping bag. Detective Jim
Brass of the Las Vegas Police Department is already at the crime scene, waiting for the
crime scene investigators to arrive. When they finally do, lead by Nightshift Supervisor Gil
Grissom, Brass mutters ironically to one of the officers standing by: “Here comes the nerd
squad.”
The scene eventually expands into the pilot episode of the forensic crime show
entitled CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, an American crime drama television series that
debuted on CBS on October 6th, 2000.67 The pilot is in fact an ambitious introduction to
(and an appealing cinematic picture of) the forensic profession. Mike Flaherty sees the pilot
as the source and culmination of potentials at the beginning of the series:

As a rule, television pilots are busy affairs, charged with the responsibility
of introducing an entire cast of characters, their relationships, and the world
in which they exist. In addition, CSI’s pilot relates three storylines […] and
plants the seeds for a number of continuing plot points. […] Also raising the
stakes for the prospective series was its departure from conventional law
enforcement drama.68
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In the focus of the show are characters, events, places, and, first and foremost, practices
that, until this point, have been unworthily neglected or underexposed in the crime genre:
the protagonists are forensic scientists, and the plot covers forensic procedures ranging
from autopsies, DNA analysis, blood spatter analysis, evidence collection and processing to
the use of state-of-the-art C(omputer)G(enerated) imaging technologies in the
reconstruction of crime scenes and bullet trajectories. The most important feature, however,
is the show’s preoccupation with the human body – its complexity as evidence, as a site of
signifiers and traces, as the object of scientific scrutiny, and finally, as a piece of art in its
own right. What gives its specificity to the world of CSI is a form of (predominantly visual)
scrutiny that literally penetrates the surface of the body.
This is not to suggest that the representation of any form of forensic expertise was
completely unprecedented before CSI. The generic concepts of crime fiction underline the
importance of medical examiners, profilers, even lab technicians in later developments of
the genre. Nevertheless, what is peculiar to CSI is not exclusively its choice of theme but
rather its novel and meticulously elaborated visual style, the ability to exploit the artistic
and fictional possibilities lying in the techniques and technologies of image-making and the
proliferation of images. The show takes its viewers behind the scenes of law enforcement,
or, more appropriately, it brings the background of police procedures into the foreground of
the plot. It (literally) visualizes a profession that, despite its crude, shocking and sometimes
gruesome conducts, appears to be the quintessential realization of scientific and artistic
curiosity directed towards the human body. Corporeality had long been in the centre of
silent fascination. With the virtual and physical penetration of the surface of the body, and,
in close connection to this, by exposing the audience to the visual experience of viscera, the
show stumbles upon the question of corporeality and re-contextualizes the very concept of
the body as signifier, as trace, and also as that which sees and is seen.
As the creator of the show, Anthony E. Zuiker notes, the show “change[d] the
landscape of television.”69 Not only because it became the most-watched show in the
United States by 2002, but because it managed to balance the application and depiction of
innovative imaging technologies with exciting plotlines and an ambition to communicate
69

Cf. Mike Flaherty. CSI:Crime Scene Investigation Companion. (New York: Pocket Books, 2004) 8.

40

“actual” science to a wide, non-professional audience. CSI apparently conformed to the
recent trend among studios to break away from the earlier practice of favoring feature films
designed for the big screen and treating television as “inferior” to the institution of cinema,
and to create high budget and high quality television series. At the same time CSI explored,
challenged and reconfigured the technical and cinematic potentials of the small screen. As
Jonathan Littman recalls, “it was critical that CSI aspire to big-screen values.70 This was a
story that was going to be told visually as much as it was going to be told in words.”71
Danny Cannon, the first director to be involved in the enterprise admits that the executive
producer, Jerry Bruckheimer, who had by that time built his reputation by producing such
iconic feature films as The Rock, Face/Off, Armageddon, Enemy of the State and Pearl
Harbour, wanted to maintain the visual power of the big-screen-spectacle:

[Bruckheimer] wanted to maintain his cinematic vision on television. […]
[We] approached the pilot as a feature film, with feature film coverage, the
way we went about designing it, casting it, the attention to detail, the
attention to post-production. […] We went the most complicated [and]
difficult route we could because it was always the most dynamic.72

The big screen – small screen differentiation is in fact an important question with respect to
the cinematic appeal of CSI. On the one hand, it is a truism to say that the potentials of the
big screen are not just determined by the techniques used in the making of the film (the
quality of editing, camera work, mise-en-scéne, visual effects, narrative devices, etc) but
also by the technics (the use of hard technologies in specific ways and contexts) of
presentation. In other words, the apparatus of big screen projections is completely different
from that of small screen viewings. The big screen constitutes a different socio-cultural
(and, eventually, physical) space than TV: in the movies theatre space is manipulated so as
to serve the interplay of light and gaze, projection and viewing. The movie theatre works
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like a gigantic camera obscura, with the spectators located inside the box, practically
having little control over the spectacle. The darkness in the room brackets out external
visual stimuli as a result of which the spectator’s sense of space is manipulated as well:
lighting enhances the hierarchical ordering of space, with the screen in the focus, drawing
the spectator’s gaze and attention to the scene of the spectacle. As Robert Smithson writes
on the space and involvement of the spectator,

[g]oing to the cinema results in an immobilization of the body. Not much
gets in the way of one’s perception. All one can do is look and listen. One
forgets where one is sitting. The luminous screen spreads a murky light
throughout the darkness. Making a film is one thing, viewing a film another.
Impassive, mute, still, the viewer sits. The outside world fades as the eye
probes the screen. Does it matter what film one is watching? Perhaps. One
thing all films have in common is the power to take perception elsewhere.73

Obviously, Smithson’s account of the spectator is minimalist and radical. As if the
complete passivity of the spectator resulted from a kind of kinesthetic paralysis, a state of
being trapped by the apparatus. But Smithson’s approach indirectly highlights that the only
control the spectator is given with respect to the spectacle is a limited control over their
bodies: they can choose to close their eyes and cover their ears, or destroying the spatial
structure of the apparatus by walking out of the room. With the small screen, however, the
viewer/spectator is given more control over the spectacle / projection: to state the obvious,
they have the option to change the channel. And the space that surrounds them is also
differently structured. In other words, the viewers practically sit “outside” the box. This
arrangement underscores a completely different kind of psychology, and the reality effect
of the TV screen stays on a different level. Also, the mere size of the screen has a different
impact on the viewer’s experience. The big screen practically overwhelms the viewer’s
experience of their own body.
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I have encountered an emblematic example of the effect of the big screen at the
Literary Art of Murder Conference at the University of Newcastle in 2008. On one panel
one of the talkers showed the audience a short clip from CSI. Given the context and the
number of people present and the size of the room, TV was opted out, and a data projector
and a (big) screen were used instead. Even though the people present in the room were all
involved in the study of crime and therefore no strangers to the plasticity of violence, still,
many of them practically covered their eyes or turned away from the screen on occasion of
a graphic scene. During the discussion that followed the talk they confessed they were avid
fans of CSI, but the sheer size of the image had a different “reality effect.” They found the
images “overwhelming” and their (somatic) responses were spontaneous and instinctive
rather than conscious. What this anecdote illustrates is that when CSI aspires to big screen
values, it subverts not only the differences between the spatial characteristics of TV and
cinema, but also the differences between the psychological effects of the two.
The subject-matter the creators touched upon was obviously not unprecedented in the
history of crime fiction or in the history of crime cinema in particular. Forensic crime
fiction branched off as a sub-genre from the police procedural, and, indirectly, from the
hard-boiled crime fiction.74 John Scaggs notes in Crime Fiction: the New Critical Idiom
that the emphasis the police procedural lays on “the actual methods and procedures of
police work” indicates a “move towards [a] realism that is central to the development of the
sub-genre” and that emerges as “the foundation not only of the detective’s investigative
process, but also of the themes, characters, action, and setting.”75
The genre received its decisive impetus in the twentieth century with the publication
of Patricia Cornwell’s Postmortem in 1990, where the plot basically evolves around the
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figure of forensic pathologist Dr. Kay Scarpetta. Kathy Reichs’s novels also focus on the
forensic profession through the eyes of the protagonist, forensic pathologist Temperance
Brennan. Reichs’s novels served as inspiration to Bones, another forensic drama series.
Other examples for the utilization of the forensic theme include Jeffrey Deaver’s The Bone
Collector (1997), adapted into a feature film in 1999, and the famous Hannibal Lectertrilogy written by Thomas Harris (Red Dragon, 1981; The Silence of the Lambs, 1988;
Hannibal, 1999). The film adaptations of Harris’s books (Michael Mann: Manhunter, 1986;
Jonathan Demme: The Silence of the Lambs, 1991; Ridley Scott: Hannibal, 2001; Brett
Ratner: Red Dragon, 2002;) mark important phases in the development of the genre. It is
also an interesting “coincidence” that William Petersen, who plays the character of Gil
Grissom in CSI, was cast as the protagonist, forensic profiler Will Graham in Manhunter.
The identity and the recurrence of the same real-life actor position the show within an
interesting web of written and pictorial intertexts, and add a sense of coherence and
continuity to the police procedural genre. The coherence of the genre, however, is played
down by the fact that The Bone Collector and the Lecter-books (and their film adaptations),
despite their heavy reliance on the potentials of the forensic expertise in their character and
plot design, are still much more closely related to the thriller than to the forensic crime
genre. This immanent heterogeneity of the genre illustrates the flexibility of the generic
boundaries of forensic crime fiction.
The forensic expertise had its impact on British television as well, where the BBC
series Silent Witness focuses on the portrayal of forensic pathology. The forensic crime
genre also features examples where instead of pathology or the technologies of evidence
forensic psychology is given more emphasis, as in Law and Order: S(pecial) V(ictums)
U(nit) and Criminal Minds. In a similar fashion, the other blockbusting Bruckheimer
production Without a Trace follows the investigative processes of a fictional FBI unit that
specializes in finding missing persons.
The problematization (i.e. pathologization, or, semiotization) of the body is a popular
theme of present day televisual entertainment. It is enough to recall ER, the first hospital
drama that portrayed the conducts of the medical profession from the perspective of the
trauma itself. Here the focus was not so much on the penetration of the body as on the
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depiction of practices that are used to counteract the effects of (physical or mental) trauma.
Two of the most recent hospital-dramas, Grey’s Anatomy and House MD allow for slight
deviations from the set patterns and exploit the narrative and representational potentials of
irony. Although in House MD illness and the body are paramount to the plot, the success of
the program relies more on an effective parody of the traditional Sherlock Holmes-figure.
As regards the earlier, classical and paradigmatic antecedents of CSI itself, the
detailed description of the very procedures and methods applied in the course of
investigation is, of course, a constitutive (if not the constitutive) element of Poe’s stories
and Doyle’s portrayal of Sherlock Holmes as well. CSI carries many of the characteristics
of those narratives: the application of deductive reasoning, the psychological exploration of
the crime and the state of mind of the criminal in order to determine their motives, and,
above all, the attention to trifling clues from which astonishing conclusions can be
deduced.76
CSI pays tribute in an overt as well as an indirect way to the figure of the “detective
genius” and the memory of the Golden Age of crime fiction: on the one hand, Season 1 and
Season 2 feature a recurring plotline which revolves around the intellectual rivalry of
Grissom and Paul Millander, a serial killer who kills men whose birthdays are on the
anniversary of his father’s death, and stages these murders as suicides. As the story unfolds,
Millander turns out to be a criminal of extraordinary intelligence who assumes two
identities: one as Paul Millander, a wholesaler of Halloween novelties and the owner of a
company named Halloweird, and another as Judge Douglas Mason of the Mulberry
Municipal Court. The relation between Grissom and Millander draws extensively on the
Sherlock Homes-Moriarty connection, with the exception that in the end the latter dies.
Millander’s purpose is actually to play a game with Grissom. In the episode entitled
“Anonymous” (Season 1), when Grissom walks into the print lab to check if he can find out
anything about a fingerprint he collected at the scene of one of the “suicides,” it turns out
that there are actually two prints, overlapped. The top print comes back Paul Millander,
whereas the second, the bottom print comes back Grissom. He realizes that the scam is part
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of Millander’s game who chose this way to send him a message: “He is telling me that he’s
got me under his thumb.”
In the Millander-episodes, Grissom himself appears to be “staged,” taken under
control, as the overlapping thumb signifies. For a moment, the illusion of the body staged
seems to be the illusion of his own body, speaking in a different voice and telling a story
that never existed. To be able to solve the crime, Grissom first has to be “un-staged.” This
kind of irony can also be considered as the mockery of the viewer, to whom the
representation of Grissom himself comes at two removes.
On the other hand, the iconic figure of Sherlock Holmes and his method of detection
are revived, re-contextualized, and, at the same time, parodied, in the episode called “Who
Shot Sherlock?” in Season 5. The main plot builds around the investigation of the murder
of Dennis Kingsley, a Sherlock Holmes impersonator. The compositional significance of
the Holmes-figure is indicative of a concept of parody where parody appears not as a means
to ridicule but, to borrow Linda Hutcheon’s words, as a “transformative power.”
Accordingly, “the pleasure of parody’s irony comes not from humor in particular but from
the degree of engagement of the reader [in our case, viewer] in the intertextual ‘bouncing’
[…] between complicity and distance.”77 The context in which the investigation takes place
constitutes a metafiction that mobilizes the cultural prominence of Doyle’s work and the
popular appreciation that surrounds it: characters quarrel about the possession and financial
value of a first edition of The Hound of the Baskervilles, the investigators find empty
syringes at the crime scene – in a hint to Holmes’ use of addictive drugs. The crime scene
itself, the basement of the house where the Holmes-impersonator lives, turns out to be a
meticulous recreation of 221B Baker Street, the fictional residence of Doyle’s hero in
London. With an intricate intertextual move, the episode goes beyond the simple
thematization of the Holmes-figure. It also builds on the paradigmatic features of the
Holmes-stories by following the narrative trajectory of the whodunit. With its focus on the
circumstantialities of the crime, with an initial multiplicity of suspects and, accordingly, a
multiplicity of parallel plotlines, the narrative structure gives way to an array of possible
explanations that could lead to the actual event of crime. Cinematography draws on
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traditional iconographic patterns in the visual portrayal of Sherlock Holmes. It is
particularly interesting that the person to solve the mysterious murder of Sherlock Holmes
in this episode happens to be a young CSI78 named Greg Sanders. He gets the Holmes case
as his “final proficiency assignment,” a kind of exam at the end of his training period.
Ironically, with the fall of the Holmes figure a young CSI arises. Consequently, parody as
the deconstruction of Sherlock Homes does not entail the effacing of the icon but it rather
signifies the cultural and iconographic amalgamation of the generic codes of forensic crime
fiction and the classical detective story.
The theorization of hard-boiled fiction as an antecedent of the forensic crime genre,
and of CSI in particular, provides an interesting perspective for the conceptualization of
crime as cultured violence, and also for the conceptualization of culture as a construct of
violence.
The narrative trajectory, the themes, and character development encountered in CSI
slightly differ from those known from classical hard-boiled fiction. The traditional hardboiled pattern features plotlines that are held together by the central figure of a single
protagonist around whom a number of conflicts develop. As opposed to the portrayal of the
(tragic) heroism of the “lone wolf” of the action-packed hard-boiled mode, where the
dynamism of the plot derives from the dialectic of investigation and personal confrontations
with factors and characters that hinder the solution of the crime, CSI lays emphasis on the
portrayal of team-work and evidence processing. The use of multiple protagonists also
allows for the simultaneity of parallel, occasionally intertwining plotlines. Therefore
character development or personal conflicts are not the main motors of the plot; the
portrayal of the private lives of characters, at least in the first two seasons, is confined to
the context of their work and to their actions in the crime lab or at the crime scene.79
78 The abbreviation also stands for ’’crime scene investigator” – the expert who establishes, collects and
analyzes evidence found at a crime scene. To avoid confusion, I will henceforth use ’’CSI” and ’’CSIs” to
refer to personnel, whereas ’’CSI” (italicized) as an abbreviated form will continue to refer to the title CSI:
Crime Scene Investigation.
79 It is interesting to note, however, that as the program grew to popularity, further seasons opened up the plot
to more personal conflicts and the portrayal of the relationships between characters. More is revealed of their
private lives, more of their pasts, including Grissom’s hearing problems, Catherine’s fights as a single mother
with her daughter, Lindsay, Sara’s inclination to depression and her latent alcoholism or Warrick’s earlier
addiction to gambling. Perhaps the most significant relationship is the one between Sara and Grissom, which

47

As Sue Tait remarks, “what distinguishes CSI from other crime dramas is the focus
on scientific procedures.”80 By dramatizing the practices of evidence / data collection and
processing, “CSI constitutes a performance of […] fictioned science.”81
Even though it draws on real-life crime cases and forensic procedures, the show
admittedly retains the distance between fiction and reality in so far as it does not aspire to
documentary status. Martha Gever explains that

One of CSI’s most curious features is its ambivalent appeal to realism. The
series’ episodes are narrative dramas with characters who resemble, and are
sometimes modeled on, actual forensic scientists; they are also fictions with
plots sometimes borrowed from actual cases. But the aesthetic style of the
program never tries to mimic documentary realism.82

The depiction of procedures and the mise-en-scéne of the techniques and technicalities that
surround them highlight a different kind of interest, namely that science is staged as being
aesthetic, often overlaid with “a pedagogic tone, rendering viewers as initiates to the
discourses of forensic science.”83 Martha Gever describes this aesthetics from a culturalhistorical perspective. She argues that the series goes beyond the kind of simplification and
popularization of methods and technologies used in science that characterize most sciencemovies, including science-fiction:

has even gained a nickname among fans: ’’GSR” – the Grissom-Sara-Romance. The name of their mutual
attraction epitomizes the show’s handling of characters’ emotional lives: ’’GSR” in the technical language of
CSIs means ’’gun-shot residue.” The irony in the abbreviation is also a sophisticated hint to the nature of Sara
and Grissom’s affair as well.
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Figures 1 and 2. Lab intérieur and autopsy – the visual lure of (fictioned) science. (CSI: Crime Scene
Investigation. DVD Season 5. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MMIV and MMV CBS Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance
Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006.) Notice the high saturation and sharp contrasts of the images and the calm

aesthetic appeal provided by the balance of colors: the underlying bluish tone of the lighting is counterpointed
by orange and white spots of the background. The sharp light-point draws the viewer’s attention into the
center of the composition (the microscope and the body on the autopsy table). The figures in the foreground
wearing blue lab coats almost merge into the mise-en-scéne. In Figure 2 (from left to right): David Hodges
(Wallace Langham), Greg Sanders (Eric Szmanda), Gil Grissom (William Petersen); Figure 2: Doctor Al
Robbins (Robert David Hall), Nick Stokes (George Eads) and Warrick Brown (Garry Dourdan).
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CSI has accomplished a rear feat for commercial television: bridging the
divide between modern science (not science fiction) and entertainment.
Although this may seem an odd coupling, the two cultural fields share one
important attribute: both concentrate upon the production of new kinds of
knowledge using new kinds of scientific apparatuses and the inscriptions
these produce.84

The apparent aesthetic lure of CSI, that of its looks in particular, underscores the
intelligibility of science as that which also bears, or at a minimum, aspires to an aesthetic
appeal, especially as regards the growing tendencies to visualize and visually disseminate
scientific knowledge. These tendencies seem to work towards the reconfiguration of the
self-defining strategies of science “from within”, in an auto-poetic manner.
In other words, the aesthetic plays an important role in the understanding of the
concept of science (Figures 1 and 2). CSI’s aestheticization of science - and crime,
indirectly – casts new light upon the age-old nature-culture dichotomy, and promotes a
phenomenologically informed depiction of science as cultured rendering (or framing) of
nature. In this constellation, (fictioned) science attains the status of spectacle and a means
of entertainment at the same time. In CSI science works towards the visualization of the
physical trauma inflicted on the human body. It is through the contribution of science that
the body transforms from fragmented and chaotic flesh into a meaningful discourse on the
one hand, and an aestheticized object of entertainment and scrutiny on the other hand.
Science is used to objectify violence by making it visible, and to keep it under
control. Science and the technologies of vision reveal culture not as nature’s “other” but as
that within which nature is contained. Accordingly, it can be said that in CSI violence is not
so much the characteristic feature of nature (or the wilderness) as it is of culture. Culture
therefore becomes the space where violence turns out to be symptomatic. It is within this
space where violence can be visualized, kept under control and commodified as spectacle
and as a source of entertainment. Simply put, violence assumes spectacular appeal due to
the heavily stylized context that frames it. The words of Josh Frost in the episode “Who
84
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Shot Sherlock” are emblematic in this respect. When he and two other “impersonators”
arrive at the crime scene, the house of Mr. Kingsley (Sherlock Holmes) they find police and
criminalists working the scene:

[EXT.CSI – DRIVEWAY OF KINGSLEY’S HOUSE – NIGHT]
(The three costumed individuals stop in front of Brass and Grissom.)
GRISSOM: I assume you're friends of Mr. Kingsley?
NELSON OAKES (DR. WATSON): We are friends of Mr. Holmes.
KAY MARQUETTE (IRENE ADLER): Invited guests, in point of fact.
JOSH FROST (PROF. MORIARTY): This is all so contemporary.
GRISSOM: Well, I'm with the Las Vegas crime lab.
NELSON OAKES (DR. WATSON): Ah, a colleague. Perhaps we can be of some
assistance.
KAY MARQUETTE (IRENE ADLER): (eagerly) Yes. Have you discovered
any shoe impressions in the soil?
(She moves forward as if to look for herself, but Grissom stops her.)
GRISSOM: Not yet. This is a crime scene.
JOSH FROST (PROF. MORIARTY): Oh, a scenario created for our own
entertainment, yes?
(Grissom turns around to show them Dennis Kingsley's dead body being wheeled
out on the gurney. A sobering sight. They put the body in the back of the
coroner's van.)
GRISSOM: I guess it depends on what you find entertaining.85
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Script retrieved from http://www.twiztv.com/scripts/csi/season5/csi-511.txt Viewed on 11 March 2009.
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Figure 3. The friends of Mr. Kingsley (“Sherlock Holmes”) arrive at the crime scene – through smoke, in a
hint of anachronism. Josh Frost (“Dr. Moriarty”) is on the left. (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season
5. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MMIV and MMV CBS Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis
Productions, Inc. 2006.)

The nature-culture / violence-entertainment dichotomy is best exemplified by the creators’
decision to situate the events in Las Vegas, a city that literally tames and “cultures” the
extremities of the surrounding Nevada desert. By allowing the show to (visually) play upon
the apparent discrepancies of nature and culture, its creators enabled CSI to retain many of
the traditional hard-boiled patterns, most significantly with its post-industrial urban setting.
The city of Las Vegas, with its neon splendor, hotels, casinos, and a variety of residents,
guests, tourists, opportunists, gamblers, tycoons, hotel and casino-owners, or, for that
matter, freeloaders and runaways, provides a perfect locale for virtually any kind of crime
to take place, and a constantly challenging environment for the investigators to pursue their
profession. The setting allows for a range of different types of crimes normally associated
with different groups of society to be pictured, and enables the show to give insight into
several forms of socially deviant or extravagant behavior. The Las Vegas Strip,
consequently, is pictured as a hyper-intensive, surrealistic world where nothing is out of
context. The city as signified and signifying space becomes the quintessential construct of
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Figure 4. A typical CSI theme shot: Las Vegas nocturnal cityscape in neon splendor (CSI: Crime Scene
Investigation. DVD Season 5. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MMIV and MMV CBS Broadcasting Inc. and
Alliance Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006.)

what Guy Debord calls the “society of spectacle” where societal relations and cultural
practices are predominantly set within a milieu determined by the presence of
overwhelming spectacularity.
It is not by chance that every episode opens with the aerial photography of the city,
usually by night. The top-down perspective created by the elevated position of the camera
does not only evoke the locality and temporality of the narrative. The birds-eye-view
images of the cityscape shift the viewers’ gaze from an outside into an inside where it is
rendered part of the mise-en-scéne. It also directs the viewer’s attention to the underlying,
consciously designed nature of the spectacle that derives from the visual appeal of the
architectural arrangement of space and the contrastive balance of colors, lights and shades,
background and foreground. The spectacular appeal of the cityscape is most plausibly
exemplified by the functionality of building-replicas such as the Eiffel-Tower or the Grand
Canale of Venice in the visual and architectural design of the city. The picture subsequently
dissolves into more concrete locations, showing hotel or casino intérieurs, night clubs, or
offering a voyeuristic look into more intimate spheres such as the inside of houses and the
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privacy of people. Occasionally, the virtual camera does not move into the city but away
from the Strip, expanding the image into a panoptic overview of the surrounding,
uninhabited areas in the Nevada desert.
However, the image of the city highlights the artificiality and theatricality of the
spectacle. The cinematographic representation of the Las Vegas cityscape builds on the
discrepancies between its components: it reflects a compositional logic that accentuates
spectacularity but subverts the use of classical, well-known, commercialized and cliché-like
images of the Las Vegas Strip. The city is presented as a spectacle, but this spectacle
eventually constitutes the compositional focus of the mise-en-scéne of violent crimes.
Otherwise stated, the spectacularity of the city enhances the spectacularity of bodies – and
vice versa. The glowing lights of the Strip are echoed and balanced out by the dim blue
sterility of the autopsy rooms, where the body is exposed to sight. The logic of composition
serves a meta-discursive and meta-pictorial purpose as well. The mise-en-scéne of crime
deconstructs the cityscape as a mere image that pleases the eye, and discloses the visual
plasticity of violence as urban spectacle. This, however, may also suggest a retroactive reaestheticization of violence and crime. To better understand this mutually retroactive
conditioning of violence and spectacle, we must take a closer look at the visual style of CSI.

3.3 (De)Constructing the Look: CSI’s Visual Style
As I have already referred to it, the main cinematic ambition of CSI is to explore the
spectacularity of the body. However, the concept of violence as urban spectacle does not
exclusively amount to the graphic depiction of violent acts or the exploitation of visually
offensive brutality the sole purpose of which is to create shock and repulsion, or even to
trigger involuntary bodily responses like frowning, disgust or actually turning away on the
part of the audience. Responses given to images have for a long time been in the centre of
critical attention, both from cultural-historical, philosophical/phenomenological and
psychoanalytical points of view. The preoccupation with the “power”, the psychological
and emotional impacts of images is particularly stigmatized in the case of the motion
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picture, which is by nature understood as “a technique of the imaginary”86 and as the “first
ever medium to fulfill the longstanding aspiration to show moving images of the real
world.”87 The question of the real, more specifically, the question of the representation of
the real has always been coupled with the close scrutiny of the intricacies that perpetuate
concerns with perception, sensation and cognition. The same question inadvertently results
in problematizing response with respect to the visual techniques of creating suspense.
CSI owes much to the tradition of film noir, but noir patterns are carefully overwritten
and “cosmeticized” to serve the purpose of the underlying concept of the show: to visualize
the body and the technics (sic!) of the body. The psychologization of crime receives little
emphasis. Crime is never presented “from within,” from a subjective point of view (as is
the case with traditional noirs like Double Indemnity, or Out of the Past). Instead, CSI
shows crime as an “inside of an outside” – it anatomizes, or more appropriately,
pathologizes crime, and presents it from the perspective of the corpse, rather than of the cop
or the villain. Pathologization, however, is not so distanced from the concept of noir: both
CSI and film noir rely on the understanding that crime is systemic in urban society. To use
Martha Gever’s words: “CSI benefits from the ‘reality effect’ in so far as it reiterates recent
trends in law enforcement policy that treat crime as a feature of everyday social commerce.
According to this approach crime is neither extraordinary nor particularly remarkable.”88
As a consequence, the only real protagonist of CSI is the body, the corpse that,
through the application of the technological and scientific apparatuses that surround it,
becomes the materialization of crime. And inversely, the corpse can be read as the mark,
the trace crime leaves behind, as the inscription of crime into the body of society.
CSI, at least in the first two seasons, is primarily interested in establishing and
defining the visual characteristics of the forensic crime genre and the anchoring of the idea
of the corpse-as-signifier. Rather than using action-packed sequences, the show achieves its
dynamism primarily through maintaining the viewer’s suspense – by appealing to their
(scientific) curiosity, excitement and fascination: the plotlines incorporate relatively long
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scenes in which various forms of evidence processing, including autopsies, fingerprinting,
blood spatter analysis, DNA testing or other experiments and tests, are depicted in great
detail and in a visually appealing fashion.
As I have already referred to it, the purpose the techniques of visualization serves is
to envelop violence as the ultimate form of urban spectacle – as opposed to the western, for
instance, which, in this respect, represents and dramatizes the realism of the frontier. In
either case, violence, as such, always carries an element of spectacularity, it always relies
on the spectacle, it counts on the spectacle and, finally its purpose is to become spectacle.
However, as a generic convention, film noir does not normally create effect through the
detailed graphic portrayal of physical violence.
In CSI, when a story begins (usually at night), the crime has already been committed.
Neither the plot nor the visual framing of the narrative is designed to provide any kind of
pretext to the crime – it is presented as given, as systemic. The work of CSIs begins when
the deed has been done, with the discovery of the body. The show does not describe what
leads up to the event. It does not delineate the psychological frame of mind, the personality,
the past or the social context of the perpetrator – except as reconstructed by CSIs in
retrospection during the course of investigation. Consequently, the show does not follow
the established patterns of a genuine police movie either. CSI does not feature extensive
shootouts, fistfights, sex scenes or car-chase sequences that traditionally characterize an
action-packed cop show. Nor is CSI interested in raising body-counts. Death and the body
do achieve a unique, marked, even stigmatized status though. The primary focus of the
narrative is to shift the audience’s attention from the crudity of effect, which would be the
purpose of the horror film, to the “physiology of the crime”, to the physiological impact
crime has on the body, in other words, to the minute details of the corporeality of crime.
The legacy of film noir can be traced in such narrative devices as the urban setting,
night-for-night sequences, the combination of on-site and studio filming, and the
composition of the mise-en-scéne. Given that cinema is predominantly a visual art form, it
is problematic to radically detach the thematic and narrative structural layers from the
visual style, or to give an eminent and definitive description of either without drawing on
characteristic features that are also apparent and decisive in the other. Consequently, the
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collapse of illusions is not only a matter of chance or recognition on the protagonist’s part,
or that of the viewer for that matter. It follows a well-established pattern and is embedded
in the psycho-social conditioning of the mise-en-scéne.
Film noir, as commonly understood, primarily represents a mode of expression that
adopts a unique visual style, an emphatic dark tone in its choice and elaboration of
characters and themes. CSI uses very thoroughly composed and nicely shot images where
the choice of color and the mise-en-scéne aim at a rigorous aestheticism of the picture. The
aesthetic of the noir visual style entails a kind of realism that emerges as “hyperrealism” in
the sense that it finds a way to visually amplify, distort and reassert the anxieties of society.
Accordingly, this realism does not have to do with the “real,” it does not have to do with
the real city, or with actual places within a city. It has to do with the look of the real, with
what the audience recognizes and appropriates as “real.” Therefore the hyperrealism of film
noir does not signify a return to an extreme or naturalistic “representationalism;” film noir
does not re-present in the classical sense of the word; it dramatizes reality in such a way
that the real is exposed to and, subsequently, informed by the viewers’ superimposed
experience of the real.
Like many other films, CSI is not meant to literally reproduce reality, but rather to
question realities, and confront us with the novel and the unknown. Wolfgang Iser
comments the reproduction of reality and the effect of films and writes the following:

[t]he fact that certain films gain effect by an intentional reproduction of
everyday reality in order to render such an obsessive repetition unbearable
shows that the reality itself is not the reason for the presentation.89
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Figures 5 and 6. Examples of noir mise-en-scéne in CSI. (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season 5.
Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MMIV and MMV CBS Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis Productions,
Inc. 2006.)
The characters are seen through tiles of glass in frames. They are photographed “against light” which comes
from the background. The images are composed to enhance the depressing atmosphere of the closed space in
the interview room. The black field constituted by the wall in Figure 6 epitomizes the obstacle in the
foreground, and also suggests a common characteristic feature of crime dramas – suspects monitored during
interview. The setting also underlines a latent voyeurism: bodies are looked at from an outside. In Figure 6 on
the right: Capt. Det. Jim Brass (Paul Guilfoyle).
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The visual look of CSI is constructed by the transparent (and over-rhetoricized)
technologization of the image, which works towards the continuous maintenance of the
viewer’s suspense. As Place and Peterson remark in Some Visual Motifs in Film Noir
lighting, camera position and mise-en-scéne are all constitutive of meaning. They list low
key lighting, imbalanced lighting, deep focus, dissymmetrical mise-en-scéne, and extreme
low and high angles among the epitomic examples.90 Mark Jancovich claims that Metz’s
book, Psychoanalysis and Cinema: The Imaginary Signifier also approaches the cinematic
image on the basis of its techniques and technicalities:

For Metz, the cinematic institution is made up of two “machines”: the first
was the industrial process of production and reproduction, and the second
was the psychic process of the subject’s production and reproduction. […]
As a result, cinema is necessarily of the “imaginary.”91

The technologization of the image amounts to film noir’s excessive dependence on the
technical and material factors that determine the logic of composition in order to visually
signify something that cannot be told verbally. This system of representation reiterates the
underlying violence of vision and the invasiveness of pictorial signification that permeates
modern urban society. The visual appeal of images presenting brightly lit spaces like clubs,
cafeterias or casinos, or dimly lit lab intérieurs or interview rooms, is primarily the result of
a consciously and purposefully manipulated interplay between light and shadow,
background and foreground, deep and shallow focus, and is designed to signify, frame and
accentuate the moods, dialogues or actions of characters appearing in those spaces. Figures
5 and 6 show typical noir settings, with obstacles in the foreground and characters seen
through window frames. These are all elements used in the creation and maintenance of
suspense. They also create a marked illusion of spatial distance between the bodies of the
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characters and of the viewers, locating the viewers’ gaze in an outside, yet within the
cinematic apparatus.
Yet it is not only the technics of the cinematic image that qualifies for our attention.
The visualization of science and crime also greatly relies on the implementation of often
yet-to-be invented technologies that assist the scientists in solving cases. Visualization
consequently, can be taken into account in two ways. First, as the presentation of lab
procedures which, as I have already referred to it, take up a great deal of actual screen time:
typical sequences show CSIs working in the lab analyzing specimens, pulling DNA from
hair samples, experimenting with tools that might have been used as murder weapons, or
searching databases of fingerprints, number plates, shoe-prints. Figures 7 and 8 provide
tangible examples of this sort of visualization. In Figure 7 the image displays multiple focal
points: the two screens showing in close-up what is happening under the microscope,
whereas the beam of light is directed at the actual procedure.
Secondly, visualization also comprises sequences using technologies of vision that
aid the human eye (that of the CSIs and of the viewer) to see things otherwise inaccessible.
The viewer is bombarded with images of as microscopic trace evidence seen through
computer screens, CG reconstructions of crime scenes and bullet trajectories, or the inside
of wounds, body cavities and images of healthy as well as damaged tissues and organs.
As regards the heavy use of technological devices that envelop and manipulate vision,
CSI features significant auto-poetic tendencies. Gever notes that

[i]ndeed, CSI goes to great lengths to reveal the means of production and a
curious kind of self-referentiality is built into the series. The discovery of
truth – what really happened – in any CSI episode requires the careful
reading of inscriptions, both by the fictional investigators and the audience.
The program’s televisual style inscribes a particular way of seeing.92
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Figure 7 and 8. Examples of visualization. (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season 5. Produced by
Jerry Bruckheimer. MMIV and MMV CBS Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006.
and CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season 1. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MM and MMI CBS
Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006.)
In Figure 7 Greg Sanders (Eric Szmanda) takes blood sample from a shoe. Figure 8 shows a CG
reconstruction of a possible murder on the bases of blood spatter analysis and the crime scene.
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In other words, CSI, in an auto-poetic move, thematizes and elevates on a metadiscursive
level the forms of spectatorhisp and the techniques of image-making. Earlier I said that the
crime story can be considered as the par excellence meta-discourse and fictionalization of
semiotics – in fact the actualization of what Jonathan Culler calls “the pursuit of signs.”
This means that in order for the evidence or the body to become texts that can be read, they
first need to be established as a series of signs. Trace evidence and the corpse depend on
decipherment; they only become signs or traces in the learned eye. In other words, the
semiotics of crime amounts to a language of its own that needs to be learned by the CSIs in
order for them to be able to read the body, the crime scene or trace evidence as a text. As a
consequence, even though CSI stands before us as a modernist genre-fiction underpinning a
modernist (utopistic and positivistic) epistemology and the idea of objective science, the
collapse of narrative referentiality, the decisive role of auto-poetic patterns in the
representations of technology and the (re-)creation of narratives, the semiotic bouncing
between the linguistic and the pictorial sign and, most importantly, the concept of the
fragmented body appear as post-modern features. Otherwise stated, CSI follows a
traditional detective-story pattern but considerable post-modern characteristics are at work
on the level of presentation.
There appears to be a clear link between the visual representation of bodies and their
forensic transcription’ via scientific discourse. Although there is a kind of an ‘effacement’
of the body in favor of verbal description, there is also the intense visual focus of the show:
the sophisticated use of computer graphics, animation sequences, the stylized presentation
of the lab (lighting, framing, etc.), not to mention physically pleasing actors, all contribute
to the “sexing up” of the visuals. All of these elements put the body “back into the scene,”
so to speak, creating an interesting counterpoint between the visual and verbal elements of
the show (including the highly formulaic, repetitive nature of the dialogue in the character’s
set pieces).93
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The linguistic framing of the body, however, is closely linked with the scrutinizing
gaze of the forensic scientist. The corpse always has the medical gaze superimposed over it.
As Martha Gever reminds us:

The virtuoso display of digital videographics used in these close-up zooms
boring into human bodies, recall the pictures produced by medical
endoscopy. But despite their dependence on state-of-the-art special effects –
hybrid images made up of photographs and films of props, virtual 3D
models, digital 3D animation and photographic texture mapping – these
scenes faithfully recapitulate the authority of the medical gaze – that is,
knowledge about human life gained through visual perception that date back
several centuries. In The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault (1975[1963])
describes the dissection of corpses that became commonplace in European
hospitals and medical schools during the mid-18th century. He maintains
that these autopsies provided epistemological support for the rationalization
of knowledge about disease and health. Foucault’s précis of the lessons
learned from autopsies is: “That which hides and envelops, the curtain of
night over truth, is, paradoxically, life; and death, on the contrary, opens up
to the light of day the black coffer of the body.”94

The deployment of modern imaging technologies therefore not only enhances the visual
appeal of the show. They can be described not only in terms of technics, but also as
somatechnics, supplanting the logic of “and” in the juxtaposition of soma and techne.95 The
screen, the microscope, the x-ray and all the other technological devices featured in the
program perform a prosthetic function: they operate as the extensions of sight. On the other
hand, perception and experience are mediated through these technologies. The purpose of
technology in mediating the body and its traumatic experience is to allow the investigators
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to decipher and reconstruct what the body has undergone, and how it came to grief (trauma
and death). To be sure, the body is presented in the show as a text to be read; but this text is
written in the language (and signs) of technology.
Two emblematic visual effects used in the program are the so-called CSI-shots and
the flashback. As I have explained earlier, CSI-Shot comprises the application of a virtual
camera floating into the body through orifices or wounds in order to reveal internal cavities,
organ deformations and tissue damage. The relevance of this technique is that it allows for
the eye to become kinesthetic, although this kinesthesia is only virtual as the eye does not
move in space in reality. These shots exemplify Foucault’s medical gaze. Gever explains its
significance as follows:

Doctors once sought new knowledge about disease, and therefore health, in
anatomized, anonymous cadavers. CSI extends and resituates the knowledge
provided by the performance of autopsies as diagnoses of social pathology.
But in order to do this the social body must be visualized, constituted as
information and made knowable by employing scientific instruments and
procedures. Enter, once again, the police wielding gear devised to visualize,
and generate knowledge about, the social landscape and those who inhabit
it.96

The role of the flashback as a narrative device is even more interesting and also relies on
the noir tradition, where much of the story (if not the entire plot) was narrated in
retrospection. From a narrative theoretical point of view, we might say that the flashback is
the par excellence focalizer. It allows for the superimposition of the narrative point of view
of multiple characters. CSI uses this technique more then once in each episode to signify
possible explanations in the course of the reconstruction of a crime. In the end there is
usually a “master-flashback” that reveals what really happened, and accompanies the
perpetrator’s confession.
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Figure 9. A typical CSI flashback. (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season 5. Produced by Jerry
Bruckheimer. MMIV and MMV CBS Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006.)

Cinematically, flashbacks usually display rough imaging, that is to say, low saturation,
different coloring and emblematic flashes that mark the transitions between the main
narrative and retrospection. They receive further significance in terms of the viewer’s
involvement in the course of events and the investigation: obviously, flashbacks are not
“seen” by the characters, but rather narrated or, more accurately, “hypothesized and
theorized” by them. In fact they never get to see what happened, how the event of crime
really looked like. In this respect the viewers are privy to an apparition, the illusion of
“being there” by way of the flashback.
As Mitchell remarks, “some texts encourage mental imaging.”97 This is exactly
what the flashback embodies: it completes the integrity of the visual narrative on the one
hand. On the other hand, however, the flashback also sets limits to the mental imaging since
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no real mental imaging takes place on the viewers’ part. Reiterating the views of Wolfgang
Iser on the capabilities of cinema, Ben De Bruyn remarks:

[…] the visual medium of the film is able to conjure up things that are beyond
the reach of our senses, but […] it would destroy the intended effect of films as
well as texts if the audience always filled in their incomplete images, be they
mental or visual. Furthermore, the spectator has to participate in the viewing
process, as he has to connect the cuts and scenes of a movie along precisely the
same pattern as the reader has to knit textual fragments together.98

The purpose of the flashback is not to subvert creative imagination, or to hinder the
deciphering of forensic codes. Its purpose is to “transport” the viewers back in time without
the disruption of narrative sequentiality, and make them witnesses by enhancing the illusion
of their participation.
On a final note regarding the visual style and the aesthetics of crime in the forensic
crime drama, we have to say a few words about the criticism CSI received for its graphic
portrayal of violence. Some critics condemn the image of decay as pornographic and argue
against the appreciation of CSI labeling it as disturbing and offensive. Elke Weissmann and
Karen Boyle comment this as follows:

[…] CSI is obsessed with making evidence of the body visible, only here the
context is the investigation of crime rather than pleasure. As its title
indicates, the CSI franchise is concerned with the scene of the crime; a scene
that is, almost without exception, ultimately narrowed to the body of the
victim.99
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They emphasize that the penetrative nature of the camera might substantiate such claims.
Nevertheless, it must be noted that even though bodies are represented as decaying, they are
never abused, and are never void of a certain level of dignity. In fact, they are almost
always referred to as persons, by the names of the victim, and not as mere objects, even if
crime itself is objectified during the investigation. The fact that both medical gaze and
forensic language are ultimately apostrophic and prosopopoeic underscores the dignity of
the body: bodies are conferred upon faces, and, more importantly, the ability to speak as I
will argue later. As with most detective stories, the question of ethics and morality rise
inadvertently. Gever explains that the morality operative in CSI is somewhat utopistic – as
is in most detective stories.

CSI does involve morality, but not a system concerned with the distinctions
between good and bad individuals. The latter, more familiar framework
informs narratives where evil, dangerous villains are captured, indicted and
punished. In CSI morality operates as an expression of scientific truth,
equated with the generalized social good.100

I have argued earlier that detective fiction is by nature utopistic as it always retains the
prevailing status quo (villains, in the end, are always villains, there is no confusion of social
and moral values) and that detectives (crime scene investigators) are the representatives and
enforcers of social and moral justice. CSI offers the fiction of an entirely objective justice
that is achieved on the objective grounds of science.
The other instance of criticism that is of relevance at this point concerns the popular
reception of the show and of the social status of the forensic expertise in general. The
phenomenon called “CSI-effect” refers to the often unrealistic expectations jurors, police
officers, even criminals themselves have in connection with forensic science.101 As pointed
100
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out at various places, these misconceptions usually stem from the “dramatic license” the
creators of the show take in popularizing and exaggerating the potentials of the profession.
As a result, juries usually demand DNA profiles in a much shorter time than it takes in real
life, ask for finger print analyses or other sorts of scientific evidence they believe to be a
hundred percent accurate and infallible. Parallel to this tendency, the ability of juries to
reach a verdict has diminished as more and more jurors question the reliability of
circumstantial evidence.
In response to the increasing significance of the CSI-effect, new strategies have
emerged in the selection of jurors. On the one hand, only people who do not watch the
program are selected, because they are believed not to be under the influence of the
fictional practices. On the other hand, however, there is an equally emphatic strategy,
where members of the jury are expected to be familiar with CSI. The explanation to this is
that experts such as criminalists, crime scene investigators or profilers claim to have an
easier job explaining investigative procedures and presenting evidence to people who, as
viewers of CSI, are at least superficially familiar with the terminology and the practices of
detection.
The implications of CSI’s visual style direct attention to the complexities and
contradictions concerning the visual dissemination of corporeal knowledge. CSI
“rhetoricizes” visuality, to show how the framing of the image and of the gaze is mobilized
and governed by a certain rhetoric the ultimate purpose of which is to bring about a
different, a body-conscious, “corporeally informed” way of seeing.
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4. Staging ‘Différance’ – CSI’s Ekphrastic Bodies
In his Iconology, Image, Text, Ideology, W.J.T. Mitchell describes the history of culture in
part as “the story of a protracted struggle for dominance between pictorial and linguistic
signs, each claiming for itself certain proprietary rights on a ‘nature’ to which only it has
access.”102 Ekphrasis, broadly defined as the verbal representation of a visual
representation,103 epitomizes this struggle for dominance. As Heffernan claims, “because it
verbally represents visual art, ekphrasis stages a contest between rival modes of
representation”104 and is closely linked to the mimetic tradition by virtue of its ability to
create a reality twice removed from the thing itself. Murray Krieger notes that the narrow
meaning of the term, given by Leo Spitzer, as “the name of a literary genre […] that
attempts to imitate in words the object of the plastic arts”105 clearly presupposes the
dependence of one art on another. But Krieger reminds that the history of the term’s usage
allows for a much more expansive meaning as well: “ekphrasis in Hellenistic rhetoric […]
referred most broadly to a verbal description of […] almost anything, in life or art.”106
This chapter tries to revisit this broader usage of the term by addressing its theoretical
and ideological resonances CSI where the representation of the fragmented, dismembered,
mutilated, ripped open and exposed body reiterates the presence of and the need for the
ekphrastic mode.
My reasons for regarding the body as ultimately ekphrastic (not only in CSI but also
in post-modern cultural representations in general) are grounded in the recognition that the
body is inscribed into a complex system of cultural codes and signs. Nicholas Mirzoeff
points out that “in representation the body appears not as itself, but as a sign. It cannot but
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represent both itself and a range of metaphorical meanings.”107 By the same token, the
corporal sign, argues Mirzoeff, “has very real effects on the physical body.”108 As all signs,
it signifies by means of différance, its meaning is also subject to slippage and
dissemination. The meaning of the ekphrastic body, consequently, is never fixed or
absolute, it is, as we will see, produced by the processes of “differing and potentially
infinite deferral.”109 The concept of ekphrasis consequently has to be addressed both from a
semiotic and a psychoanalytical point of view. My examination of the way CSI utilizes this
intermedial mode of representation will therefore regard ekphrasis both as language, as
verbal representation, as writing, and as image, as a system of optically perceived signs that
eventually come into being via the practices of the (Lacanian) gaze. Beyond doubt, the two
approaches inexorably intertwine.
What legitimates the case for the positing of an underlying ekphrastic mode in CSI in
the first place is the consistently recurring metaphor of the speaking body, more
appropriately, the body that is spoken for. But before I turning my attention to ekphrasis
and the semiotics of detection in particular, I have to take a closer look at certain scenes and
dialogues in order to explicate the specific rhetorical mode underlying the linguistic
configurations of CSI. This rhetoric mobilizes the language of science and the language of
representation in a peculiar way as a result of which language becomes descriptive and
constitutive at the same time. As Episode 10 Season 1 “Sex, Lies and Larvae” illustrates,
the primary concern and premise of the forensic profession is to speak for the dead, to make
bodies tell their stories. Gil Grissom, head of the night shift in the Las Vegas Forensic Lab
is about to close an investigation as he is unable to provide strong physical evidence against
the suspect. Crime scene analyst Sara Sidle confronts her boss saying:
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You know how you say ‘We’re the victim’s last voice?’ […] I thought it
was our job to speak for Kaye Shelton [the victim – D.L.P.]. 110

The “speaking body” is central in the film, and is used repeatedly to signify both visual and
verbal representations of corporeality. Other times the same metaphor is a quintessential
trope for the investigators’ approach to the body while processing it as evidence. What
happens in ekphrasis is precisely this “voicing up” of the mute image. As a result, in
ekphrasis the disjunction of speech and vision is subverted by virtue of a representational
illusion: ekphrasis, as a rhetorical figure reinvests the mute object into speech/language,
and thus bears close resemblance to such rhetorical figures as prosopopoeia and apostrophe,
both of which rely on the positing of inter-subjectivity, which is paradoxically mobilized by
the repositioning of the gaze. To paraphrase J. Hillis Miller, the harder one looks at bodies,
the more they seem to look back in an uncanny prosopopoeia.111 In Episode 2 of Season I
“Cool Change” a man is found dead in the street. Circumstances indicate suicide by
jumping off the roof of the hotel. Grissom says to a detective standing by:

[EXT.CITY – PARKING LOT – DAY]
GRISSOM:

I want to talk to him.

DETECTIVE BARNS: How do you talk to a dead body?
(GRISSOM moves in closer to the body and kneels down to look at it.) –
GRISSOM:

I’ll let him talk to me, actually.

(He pulls off his dark glasses and reaches out for something next to the body.)
GRISSOM:

In fact, he just spoke. Didn't you hear him? He just told me
that he didn't commit suicide.

(GRISSOM holds up a pair of broken glasses.)
DETECTIVE BARNS: No. You-you lost me.
GRISSOM:

This guy fell to his death wearing prescription eyeglasses.
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Jumpers take their glasses off. Suicide is the ultimate form of
selfishness, Detective. It's unlikely that anyone cowardly
enough to take his own life would be brave enough to watch
his own death.112

The bodies, as objects of scientific speculation, are not only exposed to the scrutinizing
gaze of the forensic experts, and, indirectly, to the gaze of the viewers of the show. The
visualization of the bodies is contaminated by persistent verbalization as the scientists at all
times interpret (that is to say describe, comment upon and narrate) whatever they perceive
visually. In other words, the body as a mute image is consistently given voice.
In Season I Episode 6 “Who Are You?” forensic experts Gill Grissom and Nick
Stokes stand by the autopsy table and examine a skeleton that was found embedded in the
foundation wall of a building.

[INT.CSI – FORENSIC AUTOPSY – NIGHT]
(NICK and GRISSOM stand over the skeletal remains on the table between them.)
GRISSOM: Based on the auricular surface I'd say she died when she was about
twenty.
NICK:

She?

GRISSOM: It's in the hips. Pelvic bone is definitely female. You know, for a
ladies' man you don't know much about bone structure.
NICK:

I know all I need to know. I figure she was killed before her cement
bath.

GRISSOM: Yeah, how?
NICK:

She was stabbed at least a dozen times -- a screwdriver, maybe ...
like... a spike.

GRISSOM: No. The gouges on her ribs are unusual. The instrument had to be ...
slightly curved with some kind of serrated edge. Like crocodile teeth.
112
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Whatever killed this girl was not a traditional weapon.
NICK:

Well, stabbings are personal. She knew her attacker.

GRISSOM: That's the rule.
(GRISSOM leans in close to the head of the bones. He places a gentle hand on
her skull.)
GRISSOM: Who are you?113

In his Autobiography as Defacement, Paul de Man identifies this “power of speech”
conferred upon an otherwise “absent, deceased or voiceless entity” as the trope of
prosopopoeia,114 and argues that “voice assumes mouth, eye, and finally, face, a chain that
is manifest in the etymology of the trope’s name ‘prosopon poiein’, ‘to confer a mask or a
face’.”115 In this respect, prosopopoeia appears to be an interpretive act, the result of a
cognitive decision articulated in an act of language in order to inscribe the body.
It is remarkable how the idea of the post-modern (post-human) fragmented body is
played upon by the series’ apparently blatant idealization of the forensic profession as a
positivist science capable of attaining objective truth. I have discussed in the previous
chapter how the film abounds in hints to a semiotic utopia, suggesting that in the forensic
expertise, and in evidence processing in particular, each discrete signifier has but a single,
discrete reference eventually leading to one single perpetrator. What prosopopeia shows is
that any interpretive discourse is eventually a fiction, that is to say fabricated, and as such it
is determined by the rhetoric of reading. In other words, when CSIs verbalize their practices
as they investigate the body, they really perform a reading that, very much like in the case
of a text, and this reading, in return, restores the body’s voice and confers a face upon it.
Prosopopeia as reading in CSI becomes the fiction of the body as text contained within the
framework of corporeal discourse.
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Figure 10. CSI Autopsy. Grissom and Nick examine the skeletal remains found in the foundation slab. (CSI:
Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season 1. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MM and MMI CBS
Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006.)

The question remains what distinguishes prosopopoeia from ekphrasis then? What
constitutes the thin line between writing and speech, what is it that, to use a Derridean
formulation, separates the inside from the outside? How does the body become writing, a
sign, a trace that points beyond itself to a lost narrative? From a strictly semiotic
perspective, the previous excerpt epitomizes the problem of signification as such: in its
eminent form, ekphrasis – the verbal representation of an object perceived visually – is but
a sign of a sign, and implies a series of differences between the signifier and the signified,
text and image, writing and speech, trace and origin, time and space, absence and presence
– in Derrida’s words, “the difference between the sensible and the intelligible.”116
Obviously, Derrida’s formulation appears to be the reverberation of the kind of
116
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metaphysics Derrida himself attempts to subvert in Of Grammatology. Yet, the
interpretation of the body as trace retains something from the metaphysical (neo-platonic)
lure of the phenomenology of perception. For Derrida, grammatology, the study of writing
marks the appearance of the letter, the introduction of the written sign into culture as the
disruption of metaphysical (and metaphorical) thinking. His struggle with the voice and the
letter, the living body and the dead writing permeates the semiotics of culture, and the
disposition of corporeality as cultural discourse.
Consequently, the body becomes an inscription. In forensic crime fiction the body,
together with the marks and signs, the various kinds of trace-evidence covering or
penetrating its surface, begins to function as a form of writing under the gaze of the
forensic experts. The body is in fact in-scribed, made into writing – a transformation that
marks the intrusion of the linguistic into the pictorial. The “presence” of the ekphrastic
body is hence placed in an ‘outside’; it resides in the exteriority of writing. To quote
Derrida: “the exteriority of the signifier is the exteriority of writing in general, and (…)
there is no linguistic sign before writing.”117 But since writing for Derrida is “the dead
letter, it is the carrier of death,”118 the body as dead writing signifies the muteness of the
graphé as opposed to the phoné which the body is deprived of. Ekphrasis as writing
recapitulates the différance between the two systems of signification, the seeable and the
sayable. Writing, as graphé, ultimately renders the muteness of death in a visible, spatial,
material form. Therefore to postulate the body in terms of graphé means to postulate it as
ekphrasis par excellence.
Let me refer back to the definitions of ekphrasis at this point. Leo Spitzer’s usage of
the term emphasized the dependence of one art form on another. Though Krieger extends
this usage beyond art to any representation, his definition retains the precedence of an
object from which the ekphrasis originates. “Precedence” and “origin” impose upon our
discourse the implications of space and temporality. In a footnote to his “Ekphrasis and the
Other” Mitchell states that “even those forms of ekphrasis that occur in the presence of the
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described image disclose a tendency to alienate or displace the object, to make it disappear
in favor of the textual image being produced by the ekphrasis.”119
The description of the body in the excerpt above epitomizes this kind of
disappearance: it is enough to remind of the temporal implications evoked by the past tense
Grissom and Nick use. The alienation or displacement within ekphrasis resonates with
Derrida’s concept of différance as temporal deferral and spatial difference. What links the
spatial and the temporal with one another is the conception of the trace.
The following excerpt presents another phase in the investigation of the same
skeleton and also provides an example of practice for the working of the trace. In the centre
of the sequence is Teri Miller, a forensic artist whose job is to make model-reconstructions
of faces. She works on the mold on the slab of foundation.

[INT. CSI - GARAGE - NIGHT]
(TERI works on the mold on the slab of foundation in the middle of the garage.
GRISSOM watches her work.)
[…]
(TERI turns and brings out a pail.)
TERI MILLER:

Give me your hand. You'll enjoy this. It's as much science as
art.

(Using GRISSOM'S hand, she guides him as he takes a scoop of the molding
substance and puts it in the indentation in the foundation slab.)
[…]
(Dissolve to: The molding substance solidifies and TERI removes it. She takes
it over to the lamp and works on it. GRISSOM looks over her shoulder.)
GRISSOM:

It doesn't really look like anything.

TERI MILLER:

No light, no shadows -- no shadows, no perspective.

(She tilts the small sample and the impressions of a face can be seen.)
TERI MILLER:

Now look.

(Dissolve to: TERI is sitting at the table with the head and half mold in front
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of her. GRISSOM takes the seat next to her.)
GRISSOM:

So teach me.

TERI MILLER:

Okay. First, I'm finishing off the plaster mold. We can't give
her life with only half a face. Although most faces appear that
way and the thin layer of slip makes the plaster and clay
appear seamless.

(TERI takes GRISSOM'S hands and guides him as he helps apply the plaster mold.)
(Dissolve to: TERI finishes "painting" the face of the head in front of them.)
TERI MILLER:

Her cheekbones and nasal spine indicate nordic descent. I've
seen a few Norwegian brunettes but your girl's probably a
blonde.

(TERI takes a blonde-colored wig and puts it on the head in front of them.)
(Dissolve to: TERI looks at a couple of brown eyes.)
GRISSOM:

Brown eyes? I thought you decided she was Nordic.

(TERI puts the eyes in the "head".)
TERI MILLER:

But, in this country, brown is a dominant eye color. And, more
importantly, brown photographs better. You want to get her
face out there, don't you?

GRISSOM:

Yeah. I'm sure someone needs closure and somebody else
needs to go to jail.

(TERI finishes.)
TERI MILLER:

There she is.

(GRISSOM takes the camera and takes a picture of the head.)120
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Figure 11

Figure 14

Figure 12

Figure 15

Figure 13

Figure 16

Figures 11-16. Ekphrasis – the visual narrative of fabrication and the reconstruction of the face. (CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation. DVD Season 1. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MM and MMI CBS Broadcasting Inc.
and Alliance Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006.

78

Since the body is literally absent, leaving only a physical trace behind, Teri and Grissom
rely exclusively on this negative image when reconstructing the face of the victim. As the
presence of an absence resulting from the disappearance of the origin, the trace is and is not
itself because it always refers to that which it differs/defers from. Therefore it can never be
wholly present as it is connected to an absence that is the absolute past. As Derrida argues
“the (pure) trace (…) does not depend on any sensible plenitude, audible or visible, phonic
or graphic. It is, (…) the condition of such plenitude.”121
What gives its specificity to the sequence is that it connects the conception of
ekphrasis to the acts of fabrication and craftsmanship. The model itself becomes a trace that
is, by the same token, “ef-faced” in verbal representation. But the verbalization of the
model-face does not only amount to an autotelic description: it constitutes a point of
coincidence in space and time, since the verbal representation of the visual object coincides
with its fabrication. Ekphrasis not only in-scribes the image of the body. It also a-scribes to
the image a narrative of its own, a narrative of fabrication which in return becomes the
trace of the death of the original body. What the model eventually restores by reversing
corporal decay is the narrative of death. The key strategy of the show uses to visually
capture this narrative is to insert flashbacks into the plotline. This way, representation itself
comes at two removes to the viewer: it is made the object of another representation
thematized by the medium of the film. The significance of the flashback resides not only in
a narrative logic that relies on the dialectic of prospection and retrospection; it can also be
considered as a paradoxical, meta-discursive attempt of the ekphrasis to visualize the
elusive nature of the trace.
As in any representation of the body, the reconstruction of the face, more precisely
the attribution of eyes capable of seeing occupies a prominent position in CSI too. There is
a specific imaging technique I want to take into consideration with respect to faces and
eyes: the facial x-ray. It bears similar phenomenological and material characteristics of the
photograph. But unlike the photography, the x-ray literally penetrates the skin and peels the
flesh off the bone, exposing and bringing the inside to the outside. Beyond doubt,
photographs and x-rays go a long way to re-contextualize the problem of vision and the
121
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semiotic implications of ekphrasis with respect to the questions of materiality and technics.
Both the x-ray and the photograph disclose vision as an overtly and excessively
technologized sense that is also the most easily manipulable and the most dependent on
technical prosthetics. My understanding of the x-ray therefore comprises the
technologization of the medical gaze and the phenomenology of the body-image. The
utmost phenomenological significance of the x-ray derives from its ability to disrupt the
integrity of the body, and more precisely that of the face, without inflicting the least
damage on the materiality of either.
The facial x-ray, unlike the photograph, is not merely the restitution of the past,
demarcating the presence of an absence. Its temporal structure is at once anachronistic and
synchronistic: on the one hand, its very existence, its ontology falls within the conception
of the trace: it is the materialized trace of the body, the impression or imprint of the face on
a photo-sensitive plate. On the other hand, it is and is not the image of the body at the same
time: the most powerful constituents of the face, the eyes, disappear in the emptiness of the
orbital sockets.
The episode called “Down the Drain” (Season 5) features a series of scenes that
substantiate the phenomenological and semiotic complexity of the x-ray. In these scenes
Grissom and Dr Robbins examine the facial x-ray of a young boy who died under
mysterious circumstances. When they hold up the x-rays, they turn it towards the light in
order for the silhouette of the skull to appear, and also to show it to the camera. Their
gestures are deictic rather than explicative.
[INT. CSI - FORENSIC AUTOPSY -- DAY]
(Robbins holds up the dental x-rays for Grissom to see.)
ROBBINS:

Victim had incomplete formation of the second molar
root tips, and his wisdom teeth hadn't erupted.

GRISSOM:

Teenager.

ROBBINS:

Yeah, approximately 13 to 15.

(Grissom holds up the skull x-ray.)
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Figures 17 and 18. Dr. Robbins (Robert David Hall) and Gil Grissom (William Petersen) examine facial xrays. (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season 5. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MMIV and MMV
CBS Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006. )

ROBBINS:

Eye orbits rounded, almost oval. Nasal aperture
narrow and tall, jaw line flat. Likely Caucasian. Uh,
dental records are out to NCIC. That's all I've got.
How'd Greg do?

GRISSOM:

Bones are too degraded. No viable DNA, not even in
the teeth.122
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The mise-en-scéne is tuned to accommodate the drama of death. The camera position
evokes focalization: shots of Grissom and Robbins taken from the back alternate with shots
taken from the front, suggestive of shifts between the point of view of the forensics and the
point of view of the victim. At one point the x-ray is placed a between the forensics and the
camera, in the junction of gazes. The viewer is looking at the forensics looking back on
them – and this interchange of looks penetrates the x-ray. At this point the viewer looks
through the eyes of the victim (through the trace of the eyes framed by the eye orbits), not
with them. The x-ray as ekphrasis makes visible the invisible and follows the logic of the
trace: it embodies the presence of an absence. And as an image that also marks the
disappearance of the body, it operates as a kind of reversed ekphrasis.

Another factor that further complicates the semiotic structure of ekphrasis is the spatial
dimension of the trace. The spatial presence of the image gives way to the temporal absence
signified by the narrative which the ekphrasis attempts to restore. To borrow the words of
Tamar Yacobi,

[e]kphrasis bundles together no less than three domains: on first-order,
strictly represented [that is the body], one second-order, which is
representational in the visual mode [the model-face] and one third- order,
which is re-presentational in the linguistic discourse [that is the narrative of
fabrication].123

Ekphrasis as différance cuts across space and time, presence and absence and inscribes each
on the other. The trace in this respect is the materialization of space. Therefore, the
restoration of the physical presence of the body becomes most tangible if understood in its
relation to space, the space of the crime scene in particular. In other words, bodies
themselves are performed. Borrowing Belting’s wording bodies (like images) “arrive with a
Script retrieved from http://www.twiztv.com/scripts/csi/season5/csi-502.txt Viewed on March 11, 2009.
123 Yacobi, Tamar. ’’The Ekphrastic Model: Form and Functions.” Pictures into Words: Theoretical and
Descriptive Approaches to Ekphrasis. Ed. Valerie Robillard and Els Jongeneels. (Amsterdam: VU University
Press, 1998) 22.
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predetermined mise-en-scéne which also includes a predetermined site for their perception
which they guide by way of performance.”124 The mise-en-scéne of the body is the space
within which it is contained, the space it constitutes around itself.
Body and scene, so to speak, go together, and neither can be understood nor
represented without the other. Ekphrasis eventually brings the body back in space. The
ultimate goal of representation, and kheirurgia, in each episode is to put the body back on
the stage, that is, to reinstall the body on the crime scene. In Episode 3 Season II
“Overload” a construction worker dies, and Grissom believes he was murdered, though
there is no physical evidence, no mark on the body that would substantiate his claim.
Grissom has to rely on evidence found at the crime scene and based on his findings he
presumes that the man was electrocuted. To make his point, he “works backwards” and
starts out from the scene. It is remarkable how the dialogue between Dr Robbins and
Grissom underscores the elusive nature of the trace. Grissom wants to see the burn marks:

[INT.CSI – FORENSIC AUTOPSY – DAY]
ROBBINS:

I didn't find any physical evidence of electrocution.

GRISSOM:

Faulty drill. There should be burn marks on one of his palms.

(We see the CG image of a hand without burn marks morphing to a hand with burn
marks as an electric sizzle moves up the arm. Then the electric sizzle moves back
leaving the skin unmarked.)
ROBBINS:

Negative on the burn marks. In most electrocution cases, capillaries
rupture, haemoglobin leaks into the perivascular tissue.

GRISSOM:

Right. creating a fern-like pattern on the chest.

(Again, the CG image of the chest is shown. An electric sizzle moves across the
chest leaving the pattern behind and then back, leaving the chest unmarked.)
ROBBINS:

His body contradicts your crime scene.

GRISSOM:

I don't care what the body says, this guy was electrocuted. It was not
an accident.
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(Cut to the next scene)

SARA:

[…] we always go back to the body. The body tells a story and in
this case, the body says there was no crime and you're not listening.
Why?

GRISSOM:

Every now and then, we have to break the rules.

Start with a

conclusion and work our way backwards. […]
Bodies tell a story because we interpret them the way our
predecessors taught us to. Just because we don't see something we're
supposed to see doesn't mean that it's not there.125

The concluding remarks of Grissom’s piece indicate the dependence of the trace on the
medical gaze – and on the scientific discourse. The “scene” has to be “seen” in order for the
trace to appear. The etymology of the word “scene” also underscores the intrusion of
manipulated vision: among the meanings of the Latin “scaena” we find “stage,” “a place,
where something happens,” “a view that you see,” and, most interestingly, “to make
somebody believe something.”
What one encounters here is the plethora of traces. The very moment the verbal
narrative comes in the foreground, it gives way to visualization: the verbal and the visual
become the traces of one another, the one continually effacing the other in order to create it
anew. Ekphrasis, in this respect does stage différance because it wields a power to literally
re-create a visual reality, and to bring about a different order of seeing. This results in a
constant bouncing between the different orders of signification, and also between the
different media.
But is it possible to surpass this self-assertive cycle of signification? What is the drive
behind ekphrasis other than what Mitchell and Heffernan affectionately describe in terms of
a struggle for dominance over the power of images? In order to answer that question one
must go back to the metaphor of the body that is spoken for. By implication, the body is a
125
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mute image, and as Peter Wagner argues, “ekphrasis stages a paradoxical performance,
promising to give voice to the allegedly silent image even while attempting to overcome the
power of the image by transforming and inscribing it.”126 Krieger recalls a definition by
Hermogenes: “[ekphrasis] must through hearing operate to bring about seeing.”127 If the
purpose of ekphrasis is to bring about seeing, the conception of ekphrasis must be rooted in
a deeply implemented, anthropologically and culturally conditioned visual imperative.
In other words, ekphrasis, has to do with blindness because it brings about seeing by
literally creating its object, by creating that which is to be looked at. In Memoirs of the
Blind Derrida constitutes a relationship between seeing and blindness, between the visible
and the invisible, and argues that the invisible is “essential to visual representation not as its
opposite but as an integral and constitutive feature of representation as an act of
memory.”128 Derrida’s interpretation of the interdependence of blindness and drawing
proves to be applicable precisely because he describes drawing as an attempt to restore
sight.129 Ekphrasis, too, restores sight insofar as it renders the process of seeing a
performative act by means of a withdrawal into memory in order to inscribe seeing into
language. What corresponds to this inscription in Derrida is the concept of graphein, which
he regards as the arche-form of both drawing (that is, rendering in paint) and writing (that
is, rendering in words). His description detaches the graphein from the theories of
representation and links it to death:

At the origin of the graphein there is debt or gift rather than representational
fidelity. More precisely, the fidelity of faith matters more than the
representation, whose movement this fidelity commands and thus precedes.
And faith, in the moment proper to it, is blind. It sacrifices sight, even if it
does so with an eye to seeing at last. The performative that comes on the
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scene here is a “restoring sight” rather than the visible object, rather than a
constative description of what is or what one notices in front of oneself….
The just measure of “restoring” or “rendering” is impossible – or infinite.
Restoring or rendering is the cause of the dead, the cause of deaths, the
cause of a death given or requested.130

Derrida compares drawing to “surgerie” by playing on the etymology of the word that
derives from the Greek “kheirurgia” meaning “handiwork.”131 Accordingly, if drawing is
the play or working of the hand, so are the ekphrastic strategies of the forensics, and those
of Teri Miller in particular, who, like the blind in Derrida’s book, “apprehends space with
her groping hands, […] calculates, and counts on the invisible.”132 And by guiding
Grissom’s hand, she stages a performance that as handiwork is conceivable in terms of
drawing, and also as an act of seeing that literally follows the trace of the invisible. Teri, by
means of a withdrawal into the memory of/in the trace inscribes the invisible in a visual
form in order to restore seeing – in Grissom, and in the viewers as well.
Touch suddenly becomes the extensions of seeing. In this scene lies what I would call
the technics of seeing: the working of the hand informs sight – it brings out insight in the
one who touches; the touch therefore penetrates the impenetrable, plunging itself through
the fabric of time. The indentation in the slab is not only a hole, a void in space. It becomes
the hole of the body where tactile vision penetrates its surface.
The interdependence (or interchangeability) of touch and sight therefore restitutes the
neo-platonistic view of perception I have already referred to earlier. In this paradigm
perception creates its object. In other words, seeing is not as straightforward as it may look
like. Seeing is dynamic, and performative. The eye has to learn how to see, how to decipher
space. What the working of the hand reveals is the constitution of the trace, the framing of
the sign. Touch in its metaphorical sense is the prosthesis of sight and is connected to the
apprehension and inscription of space.
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The tactility of vision directs attention to the plasticity of the trace that comprises the
dimensions of both time and space. On the same grounds one might regard the autopsy
room, the ultimate, emblematic space, where kheirurgia takes place, as a special kind of
operating theatre. In the autopsy room the scalpel of the forensic pathologist delineates the
plasticity of sight. By incising and inscribing the body, the scalpel performs the touch that
opens up the body to sight and directs attention to the technics of the medical gaze.
At this point I am indebted to the English language for the term ‘anatomical theatre’,
because it facilitates my job to integrate the aspects of performativity and performance with
the conception of ekphrasis. In the operating theatre autopsy room “pathological anatomy
the technique of the corpse”133 is designed – and staged – so as to put the body back into
the scopic field, to envelop, structure, educate and, last but not least, entertain, sight. The
structuring of space in the anatomical theatre reflects the spatial arrangements of the
ancient Greek amphitheatres, with an open space in the centre surrounded by rows of seats
that rise in steps. The structuring of space draws on the architectural patterns of the
parergon, a self-contained frame that simultaneously connects and separates the inside and
the outside. As parerga, that is to say, frames within frames, the rows of seats recede in
mise-en-abyme.134 This structural arrangement conveys a hierarchical ordering of space,
and leads the viewers’ look into the centre where the dissecting table is located – as if on a
stage, with the camera placed above, creating the well-known top-down perspective. In
other words, the setting delineates a theatrical space where the body is staged: it is as much
performing as performed.
Interestingly, the representational patterns of CSI seem to reflect the representational
conventions apparent in the architecture of anatomical theatres as well as in paintings that
problematize the dissemination of anatomical knowledge. The architectural patterns of
space within which autopsies are performed display similar characteristics, almost
regardless of the historical period.
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Figure 19. Anatomical Theatre in Leiden in the early 17th century. Contemporaneous engraving.

Figure 20. The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp by Rembrandt. 1632. Oil on canvas. Mauritshuis, The
Hague.
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The anatomical theatre was not only seen as the place of death, as a space where the
ephemerality of life is underscored by the sight of decaying flesh. Also, from the inception
of enlightenment, autopsies and operations were social events, forms of education as well
as entertainment, and built around the possibility of seeing the inside of the outside, the
celebrations of scientific grandeur the critical reception of which was equally paradoxical
as with CSI’s representation of science. The public has always been fascinated by the
anatomy of the body, but not exclusively driven by scientific curiosity.
However, the general public’s attitude towards the sight of the body, the mixed
emotion of simultaneous admiration and repulsion, is little echoed in The Anatomy Lesson
of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp. Rembrandt’s epitomizes the problem of the gaze. The composition
arranges the space around the corpse in a concentric circle that is not entirely closed, but
breaks at one point, close to the lower right section of the painting. Obviously, the main
purpose of this compositional strategy is to make the corpse entirely visible. But the
concentric positioning of the spectators, the characters in the painting and the viewers in
front of it, creates a frame-like structure around the corpse, a parergon that, interacting with
the actual frame of the painting constitutes the dimensions of a theatrical space. The spatial
architecture of the parergon separates the drama of the gaze from the outside of the picture,
and, by virtue of the breach in the circular pattern, it also opens up the picture plain to the
space wherein the spectator stands.
Whereas the structure of the composition and the position of the light-spot draw the
viewer’s gaze to the corpse, the characters’ eyes are not focused on the object of study.
Instead, they look out of the theatrical space, into the anatomy book at the feet of the
corpse. The structuring of the picture plane at first sight allows for little communication
between the characters and the drama of the scene, and the viewer. There is no apparent
entry point into the image, as all the looks (except maybe one) fail to engage the gaze of the
viewer who is thus distanced, located in an outside.
And yet, the gesture with which Dr. Tulp holds the forceps to explain the anatomy of
the muscle and demonstrate its functions accentuates the link between seeing and touch,
between seeing and kheirurgia, the working of the hand. The hand is subject to double
exposure: first, as the anatomized hand of the corpse the functions of which are explicated
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and staged, and second, the hand holding the pair of forceps, that performs kheirurgia, the
hand that informs sight, a transformative interchange underscored by the interplay of light
and shadow. This is the moment of inscription. It is the forceps that invite the viewer in.
The interaction between the anatomy book and kheirurgia dramatizes the representation of
the inside, and reiterates the inscription of anatomical knowledge onto the body, and stages
it as spectacle viewed in the anatomical theatre.
Autopsy, apart from being a means to visually disseminate corporeal (anatomical)
knowledge also entails initiation in the same sense as kheirurgia inscribes the invisible and
restores sight. The episode called “Down the Drain” features a typical educational scene.
Dr Robbins, Grissom and Greg Sanders perform a full autopsy of a body discovered in a
storm drain after a heavy rainfall. The emphasis falls not so much on the restoring but
rather on the installing or initiation of sight, of the medical gaze – in a manner not unrelated
to what characterizes Rembrandt’s painting. The scene also opens up for a hint of irony.
The character in the centre of attention is, of course, young CSI Greg Sanders:
[INT. CSI - FORENSIC AUTOPSY -- DAY]
(Grissom watches as Robbins starts on the body. He begins with the Y-incision
down the torso. Standing a distance away from the table is Greg who is also in
the room for his first autopsy. He looks away as the first cut is made. Grissom
notes Greg's reaction. Robbins finishes the cut and pulls the skin open. Greg's
eyes widen at the sight. Robbins turns to Grissom.)
ROBBINS:

I'm gonna need the drain pan.

(Grissom hands the drain pan to Robbins who puts it on the tray next to him.
Water starts to drip from the roof into the drain pan.)
ROBBINS:

This town isn't built for rain, hmm?

(Robbins takes the hand saw and turns it on. He glances up at Greg. Greg puts
his fingers in his ears as Robbins cuts into the rib cage. […])
(Finished, Robbins turns the hand saw off and sets it aside. Grissom watches
Greg. Greg looks at Grissom.)
(Robbins grabs the rib cage piece and pulls it out of the body. He sets it
aside. Robbins motions for Greg to move in closer.)
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ROBBINS:
.

Come on, don't be shy. Take a good look. In the end
.. it's all we really are.

(Robbins cuts the aorta leading into the heart. Greg watches, his eyes wide.
He looks at the victim's partially damaged face and back down to the victim's
feet. He appears thoughtful.)
GRISSOM:

If you're gonna be sick, Greg, do it in the sink.

ROBBINS: (chimes in) Not in the drain pan.
GREG:

I don't feel sick.

(Robbins makes a vertical cut in the neck. Grissom knows what's going to be
there.)
GRISSOM:

Take a look at the trachea. What do you see?

(Greg leans in for a look. Robbins peels the skin back.)
GREG:

Foam. Like the head of a beer.

(Greg looks self-consciously at Grissom.)
Sorry.
GRISSOM:

No. It's a good analogy.

ROBBINS:

Pulmonary edema, fluids in the air passages.

GREG:

So he drowned?

GRISSOM:

Well, doesn't prove it. Same thing happens with, uh,
heart failure or drug overdose.

ROBBINS:

But the fact that the heart of the victim was a normal
size, ...
... and assuming tox doesn't show drug overdose,
C[ause].O[f].D[eath]. is most likely drowning, but
I'm not gonna rule out blunt-force trauma.135
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Figure 21. The apparatus: medical gaze and light as parergon (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season
5. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MMIV and MMV CBS Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis
Productions, Inc. 2006.)

Figure 22 Staged (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season 5. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MMIV
and MMV CBS Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006.)
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Figure 23. CSI mise-en-abyme and the kinesthesis of the eye: the camera movement also enhances the illusion
of mise-en-abyme (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. DVD Season 5. Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer. MMIV
and MMV CBS Broadcasting Inc. and Alliance Atlantis Productions, Inc. 2006)

In CSI the significance of pointing, the technicality of the gaze is induced by the specific
energetic of devices that manipulate the eye (the screens, lamps, microscopes, UV lights, xrays, forceps, scalpels etc.) In the autopsy room the staging of the body takes place within
an apparatus, with the use of a set of technological devices the purpose of which is to
enhance, manipulate, bring about, frame, and finally stage seeing. The apparatus functions
as a “theatre of the gaze:” the scalpel of the forensic pathologist resembles a pen that is not
only meant to create graphé in the sense of a text that can be read, but also to create graphé
in the sense of an image that is to be looked at. The mise-en-scéne of the autopsy room
reiterates the emphasis on the gaze: the whole room is dimly lit, not only in a hint of Gothic
fascination but also in its resemblance to the camera obscura, with a single beam of light
directed at “the staged body.” As Mieke Bal notes, “light is a typical parergon. Both
outside, in illuminating the object represented, and inside, constituting the very visibility of
that object.”136
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Cinematically speaking, the bird’s eye-view positioning of the camera together with
the manipulated lighting constitute a refined visual metaphor for the attribution of the
Lacanian outside gaze. Lacan claims in his essay on the mirror stage that what retains the
identity of the subject and the integrity of its chaotic body is the gaze of the other, a gaze
that is outside.137 To paraphrase Lacan, in the cinematographic ekphrases of CSI the body
enters light through the gaze, and “the gaze is the instrument through which light is
embodied.”138 Since the corpse is deprived of its own body-ness – mutilated, dismembered,
void of any vegetative and cognitive functions – the power of the outside gaze (the
ekphrastically informed, superimposed gaze of the forensic scientist) derives from the
ability to restore and retain the integrity of the body even when it is fragmented.
This is the point where ekphrasis as staging gains decisive relevance: it stages a
performance in which the Lacanian experience of the body proper is externalized as
différance. The autopsy room functions as a camera obscura, the fourth wall of which is the
TV screen itself. One of the main fascinations and fears of post-moderism is the
fragmentation of the body proper.
In other words, there are two key factors that might explain the success and
popularity of the offending, voyeuristic, almost pornographic imagery of the series. First of
all, the show allows its viewers to appropriate the corpse as abject, it discloses and frames
the corpse as abject; not as grotesque and unclean, but as that which “calls into question
borders”139 and as that which is itself on the borderline: as Kristeva explains, the sight of a
cadaver is horrifying, appalling and fascinating at the same time, and the subject recognizes
it as that which was once living, the “presence of signified death.”140 She argues that “as in
true theatre, without makeup or masks […] the corpse show me what I permanently thrust
aside in order to live.”141 Simply put, the show promises to satisfy the desire to gain and
137
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maintain control over the chaos of corporeality. And secondly, the illusion of control is
created through vision, through the theatre of spectacle; the visual effects, the overrepresentation of technology offer the fiction of an infallible, objective and omnipotent
science.
As a result, gazing at the dismembered bodies of victims enables the viewers to
externalize their fears and anticipate the fragmentation of the body proper in the form of an
idealized corporeal knowledge. CSI does not want to be more than it actually is: a theatre of
spectacle, a theatre where illusion appears as real as possible. If something substantiates the
possible post-modern readings of the show, the blurring of the boundaries between fiction
and the real definitely does. Ekphrasis provides for the viewers the possibility of immediate
participation and controlled distance. The TV screen, consequently, does not only function
as a (Lacanian) mirror, but also as a shield, reviving the ancient tradition of ekphrasis: as a
multimedia form of representation, as différance, ekphrasis protects from the disintegration
of the body proper by inscribing and staging it, and by allowing for a controlled visual
experience thereof.
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5. Staging the Gaze:
Murder as a Self-Consuming Artifact in Red Dragon

The detective is the true son of the murderer
Oedipus, not only because he solves a riddle, but
also because he kills the man to whom he owes
his title, … because this murder was foretold for
him from the day of his birth, or, if you prefer,
because it is inherent in his nature, through it
alone he fulfills himself and attains the highest
power.
(Michel Butor: Passing Time)

If the doors of perception were cleansed
every thing would appear to man as it is, infinite.
(William Blake: The
Marriage of Heaven and Hell)

In his book What do pictures want? W. J. T. Mitchell observes that “the dominant
questions about pictures in recent literature about visual culture and art history have been
interpretive and rhetorical.”142 In his view the focus of critical attention has fallen on the
meaning and communicative competence of pictures, their power and “effect on human
emotions and behavior.”143 He sees the question of desire to be located in “the producers
and consumers of images.”144 With his book Mitchell seeks to reframe this paradigm by
shifting the location of desire to images themselves and see what this modified paradigm
offers to help us understand why we respond so powerfully to images. Although the
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question involves an objectionable anthropomorphization or, as I have earlier referred to it,
pathologization, of images, I suggest, like Mitchell does, that we suspend our objections for
the time being, and ask what pictures want, more particularly what this one picture, The
Great Red Dragon and the Woman Clothed with Sun by William Blake wants in Thomas
Harris’s book and in its screen adaptation called Red Dragon, directed by Brett Ratner,
which is the prequel to The Silence of the Lambs in the Hannibal Lecter-Trilogy.145
The plot of the film (and of the book) uses the ordinary patterns of the psychological
thriller and the police procedural: FBI agent Will Graham (Edward Norton) returns from
his early retirement in order to investigate a series of murders committed by a serial killer
called Francis Dolarhyde (Ralph Fiennes), a mentally disturbed and schizophrenic young
man obsessed with Blake’s painting. Dolarhyde sees the dragon as the embodiment of
ultimate corporeal beauty, perfection, savageness and power. He has it tattooed on his back
and identifies with the dragon figure in an attempt to compensate for his facial
disfigurement and to repress the haunting memories of the sexual abuses he suffered in his
grandmother’s hands as a child. In the course of events it is revealed that Dolarhyde’s
worship of the dragon is as much motivated by fear as by fascination, and in the end he
destroys the original of the painting in the Brooklyn Museum.
Blake’s watercolor is presented as the embodiment or materialization of evil: the
villain gradually identifies with the painting until he sees himself as a powerful and
fascinating work of art, as Blake’s dragon incarnate. Therefore, the painting signifies not
only the object of desire, but, as the story unfolds, also the symptomatology of mental and
corporeal trauma.
Accordingly, the purpose of the following chapter is to map out this symptomatology.
To that end, I attempt to reconstruct the framework of an aesthetic of violence in Red
Dragon – and also in William Blake the concept of trauma and the images of violence and
the monstrous are not unfamiliar to Blake’s philosophy of art, more particularly his
phenomenology of perception. In this approach the most essential constitutive tenet is the
concept of the gaze.
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The premise that underlies this chapter is practically taken from Mitchell’s book and
has to do with the desire of images – with a double genitive: on the one hand, I will talk
about the desire attributed to images as if they were live organisms, capable of
manipulating their viewers, and on the other hand, the desire manifest in the gaze of the
viewer, their arousal, their strive to become what they behold (very much like many of
Blake’ characters, including Milton or Albion, who become what they behold146). Pictures,
first and foremost, want to be looked at. The forms of spectatorship, “the look, the glance,
the gaze, practices of observation, surveillance and visual pleasure” as Mitchell calls
them,147 play a decisive role in Red Dragon. Blake’s painting becomes an agent of
violence. The film exploits the transformative power of the gaze: it is the gaze that makes
the image of the dragon literally come alive; it is through the gaze that the mental and
bodily transformation of the villain is seen as a becoming, as an attempt to assume the role
of the living dragon.
Red Dragon also epitomizes the preoccupation with the relationship between art and
murder, the monstrous and the aesthetic, the fascinating and the repulsive. What I am
interested in is the pathologization of the image, and, more particularly, the pathologization
of art, when it is seen as a violent and destructive force, threatening to consume its viewer
as well as its creator. In this sense, the pathologization comprises the interdependence of
the psychology of the gaze, the question of violence and the phenomenology of perception.

5.1 Con-Texts
At first glance, the film simply exploits the blurring of the rigid boundaries between
popular and high art, and puts the concept of “art” to a test. Beyond doubt, a certain
suspicion lingers around the naïve and apparently blatant mixing of high and low, elite and
popular registers. An obvious and understandable objection would target the legitimacy of
the critical appreciation of the film, mostly deriving from the argument that the
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appropriation of the painting as an element of suspense in the thriller only exemplifies how
high art is manipulated and repressed by the popular cinematographic medium. In this
approach the Blake-painting is reduced to a vehicle of popular psychology and thus any
interpretation of either the painting or the film would be equally simplistic and reductive.
Consequently, popular cinema is condemned as that which not only uses but abuses art.
But is the presence of Blake’s painting really only an apropos that provides a perfect
frame for the representation of insanity, cruelty, obsession, anxiety, fascination and
perversion by virtue of its obscure symbolism and mystical, apocalyptic connotations?
Does the mingling of a hyper-canonical art-work with a more or less traditional thriller
pattern suggest that popular culture ultimately amounts to an assimilative and abusive
power over the “elite”? Instead of taking the risk to come up with a definitive answer to the
question, I want to start out from a simple cultural-historical fact and work my way
backwards in order to establish the phenomenological (and psychoanalytic) grounds for the
pathologization of the painting – and if art in general.
In October 2002 the Brooklyn Museum of Art advertised the exhibition of the
painting in a press release that used the “newly released Red Dragon film” and “Thomas
Harris’s eponymous bestselling novel” to attract audiences.148 The fact that the museum,
the ultimate institution of the Foucauldian archive and the ultimate canonizing power,
deployed the screen adaptation and the book as catchphrases to popularize the original
painting suggests that the categories of ‘high’ and ‘low’ cannot be used any more to
indicate aesthetic value judgments or a hierarchical ordering of the different layers of
culture. The post-modern conception of culture seems to incorporate high and low alike –
not so much as layers, but rather as mutually dependent and mutually reflective registers.
As Mieke Bal explains,149 the entanglement of “low” and “high” is intelligible from
at least three different perspectives: according to the first assumption, the status of artist
and his or her work can be defined them in terms of “genius” and “high” or “elite” art,
respectively. Aesthetic quality relies on the radical demarcation of “high culture” and the
discrimination of the other forms of art. In response to the increasing awareness that
148

Cf. http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/press/uploads/2002_10_red_dragon.pdf
Cf. Mieke Bal. Reading Rembrandt – Beyond the Word-Image Opposition. (Amsterdam: Amsterdam
University Press, 2006) 1-24, especially 6-7.

149

99

surrounds these mechanisms of exclusion, other approaches deliberately turned away from
the works of geniuses and focused instead on the products of popular culture that were
earlier discredited as “low art”, and evaluate them as evidence of people’s cultural lives.
Bal argues that film studies (a leading branch of cultural studies) gains a particular
significance in this respect because when it refuses to differentiate between popular and art
films in its interpretative practices, it undermines the condemnation of popular cinema as
ideologically noxious. Apart from these approaches, Bal says, there is room for a third
position as well, where “high art” is regarded as part of popular culture. She claims that the
high-low disjunction does not derive from the work in question but rather from our
preconceptions with which we surround them. To a certain extent, culture constitutes its
own works and artist. But then art constitutes culture too by raising and addressing
questions about it.
Blake’s painting, Harris’s novel and the film adaptation, therefore, are caught up
within an intertextual bouncing, a multidirectional movement from one to another (and
further on into the interxtextual bordered by Blake’s oeuvre on one end, and the
psychological thriller genre on the other), where the meanings generated by either text are
challenged, informed and overwritten by the other.
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Figure 24. The Press Release of the Broklyn Museum of Art advertising the Blake-exhibition and its
collection of Blake’s prints. Retrieved on March 11 2009,
http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/press/uploads/2002_10_red_dragon.pdf
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5.2 Enter the Monster: Cinema, Art and Psychosis
The question concerning the motivation behind using Blake’s painting as an externalization
or embodiment of psychosis also opens up a historical-conceptual perspective – not only as
regards the history of psychological thriller but also of cinema in a broader sense. As
Sharon Packer notes, psychology somehow gradually “seeped into cinema”150

and,

specially in the 1970s and 1980s, several approaches to film were to some extent motivated
and informed by psychology (and psychoanalysis in particular).151 The moving image itself
perpetuates the questions about perception and the psychology of response: the integration
of the gaze with issues of corporeality (that is, the viewer’s experience of their own body in
relation to bodies on the screen) is of particular importance in regarding psychology as a
possible entry-point into the realm of film. As I have pointed out in my discussion of
Freedberg and Mitchell in the chapter called T(h)e(rr)orizing Images, the study of images
(moving or still) always features at a minimum some latent psychological considerations.
With a little oversimplification, we can say that images are much more susceptible to
psychologization than texts. Also, the study of cinema gave a new impetus to discussions of
such conceptual patterns as voyeurism, the fetishization of naked bodies as objects of
seeing, the phenomenology of the gaze, desire and repression or the psychology of
suspense.152 As a matter of fact, the technologies used in the production of the cinematic
image, from lighting to camera work to mise-en-scéne to composition, all serve the creation
of effect – and, borrowing Deleuze’s term, affect.153 Sharon Packer explains the
entanglement of cinema and psychology from a historical point of view:
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[C]inema and psychology (especially psychoanalysis) go hand in hand.
They are cousins who basked in the same birth water of fin-de-sciècle
society and grew up together in the twentieth century. […] Because cinema
started at the same time that psychoanalysis was invented, much (but not all)
of our movie history mirrors the rise and fall of psychoanalysis. […] We
saw how hypnosis and behavioral conditioning, as well as drugs, drink,
demons, doubles, and doppelgangers, played into the portrayal of the
psyche and shaped the public’s perception of the modern mind.
It stands to reason that psychoanalysis – and the psyche – were
overrepresented in movies, not just because both were products of the turnof-the-twentieth century, but also because psychoanalysis pushes the plot,
fleshes out characters, and adds dramatic dream scenes.154

Cinema and especially crime films adhere to this apparent psychological imperative by
creating psychological fictions. Red Dragon is no exception: its portrayal of special agent
Will Graham trying to decipher the workings of a criminal mind is really a fictioned reinvestment of forensic profiling, and, indirectly, of Freudian – and Lacanian –
psychoanalysis. The significance of the psychological thriller is that it gives material shape
to a series of questions posed by psychoanalysis: the trauma experienced over the breaking
down of the world into the orders of the symbolic, the imaginary and the real; the trauma of
the disjunction of subject and object, the trauma of otherness and repression, of fear and
desire. Accordingly, the thriller is not a simple gesturing at the cognitive and behavioral
distortions of the psyche. It does more than that. The thriller makes us see “the reality
flushed out into the open;”155 it encompasses the “act of watching our collective and
personal fears reworked into a narrative.”156
This process of self-projection is revisited in Red Dragon most typically through the
character of Francis Dolarhyde. The trauma of threat, abjection and discrimination is
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materialized in the figure of the dragon. As a principle, thriller and horror alike build upon
the existence of a being, a monster that threatens to disrupt the prevailing structures of
personal and social relationships. The forces the monster embodies are also contained
within these structures. They are normally repressed and kept under control but, if left
unwatched, they may also become destructive. The monster in this sense emerges from
within; it is not something that attacks from an outside, even though its materialization
takes place in the outside. This is the reason why, in Magistrale and Morrison’s words, we
as audience watch the emergence of the monster with “a mixture of repulsion and secret
identification.”

157

As they write, “while part of us is appalled by [the monster’s] excesses

and outrages, another part gleefully identifies with its rebellion against social, sexual, and
moral codes.”158 Regarding the genre codes of psychological thriller, the opposition of the
forensic profiler and the serial killer epitomizes this mixed attitude: on the one hand, the
serial killer is presented and distanced as morally condemnable and socially deviant, on the
other hand, the profiler has to go through an identification with the killer in order to
understand its motifs and calculate its methods.
On the onset of the film Dolarhyde is reported to have murdered two families. He,
however, displays two unusual habits that make him distinctive. He smashes the mirrors,
not only in his home, but also in the homes of his victims and, more importantly, he is
obsessed with Blake’s painting, and as the story unfolds, this obsession develops into a
peculiar, perverted attraction.
At the second crime scene, the Leeds’s house in Atlanta, agent Graham finds an
astonishing explanation for the smashing of mirrors, which points to a specific concept of
‘art’ that surfaces in the film already at the beginning:
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Figure 25. William Blake (1757–1827). The Great Red Dragon and the Woman Clothed with the Sun, circa
1803–5. Black ink and watercolor over traces of graphite and incised lines on wove paper, 21 1/2 x 17 in.
Brooklyn Museum

He dragged the bodies into the master bedroom but why bother? They were
already dead and none of them got the same [pause] extra attention as Mrs.
Leeds. … Small pieces of mirror were inserted into the orbital sockets of the
victims. This occurred post-mortem. Why did you put mirrors in their eyes?
(…) The pieces of mirror make their eyes look alive! He wanted an
audience! He wanted them all line up, watching him when he touched
her!159
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Figure 26. A broken mirror – symbolizing the abject.(Red Dragon. DVD. Dir. Brett Ratner. Universal Studios
and Intercom, 2002.)

The fact that Dolarhyde needs an audience implies that he takes murder to be an art-form.
For him it is not merely an act of violence, the manifestation of supremacy and control.
Instead, murder amounts to a performance, moreover, a spectacle by virtue of the imitation
of seeing, an artifact that operates primarily through the optical faculties. Graham’s finding,
consequently, foreshadows a distinct position the forms of seeing occupy in the film.
There is, however another explanation for the smashing of mirrors, one that is
psychological and physiognomic in nature. Dolarhyde, as we come to learn, lives with a
facial disfigurement, a cleft lip, which he takes to be a sign of abnormality and associates it
with mutilation, castration, weakness and inferiority. When he smashes the mirrors, he
refuses to acknowledge the specular image as his own and tries to annul the deformity by
concealing it, by rendering it invisible. Wendy Lesser explains the significance of eyesight
with the following words:

Fictional murderers are traditionally afraid of acute sigh, of accurate vision.
Oedipus blinds himself after discovering he is a patricidal murderer,
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Gloucester has his eyes gouged out by his murderous son Edmund […] The
eye can be the inflictor of violence […] [and] it can be the recipient.160

The rejection of the self-image one primarily has access to through a mirror-reflection can
be read, in this respect, as the rejection of one’s own identity. As Timothy D. Harfield
phrases, “the cleft lip functions as a synecdoche, as a part that not only stands for the
whole, but also into which the entirety of his [i.e. Dolarhyde’s] personhood is reduced.”161
Harfield sees the smashing of mirrors as “symptomatic of a kind of failed identification
during the (Lacanian) mirror stage of [Dolarhyde’s] development”162 Lacan places the gaze
at the centre of the formation of the ego,163 and defines the mirror stage as a moment in a
child’s development when they assume their identity through the primordial recognition of
their image in a mirror.164 Lacan explains that in order to hold it in its gaze, the child leans
forward to bring back an “instantaneous aspect of the image.” He goes on to argue that “we have
only to understand the mirror stage as an identification (…) a transformation that takes place in the
subject when he assumes an image.”165 The child learns to distinguish between their own face

and body, though the latter is given only as Gestalt,166 and the image of an Other, especially
that of the mother. Despite this alienation, as Lacan calls it, the child is able to retain the
integrity of their self-image because they realize that the gaze that determines the image “is
outside.” Thus the child’s identity is formed under the gaze of others. Harfield points out
that “the shattered or fragmented mirror (…) is representative of the fragmentary gaze with
which Dolarhyde was compelled to identify. Under the gaze of (…) his grandmother,
Dolarhyde is refused an image of himself in the unified Gestalt of his body, and given,
instead a fragmented image that reduced him to his cleft lip.”167 The importance of the self160
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image is cast light upon in retrospection: when, at the end of the film, agent Graham reads
Dolarhyde’s diary, he remarks:

WILL:

When I read his journal, it was sad.
It was just so sad.
I couldn't help feeling sorry for him.
He wasn't born a monster.
This guy was made one through years of abuse.168

Though elegantly structured, Harfield’s interpretation focuses exclusively on the cleft lip,
and fails to address another significant aspect of the mirror stage, which might eventually
explain Dolarhyde’s other obsession, his strong attraction to the Blake-painting. The
alienation mentioned above results in a split within the subject. As Carol-Ann Tyler points
it out: “The subject can never reconcile the split between itself and its mirror imago, the eye
which sees and the eye which is seen, the I who speaks and the I who is spoken, the subject
of desire and the subject of demand.”169 In my reading, the split resides in Dolahyde’s lack
of an ideal self-image that, in Lacanian terms, is supposed to mark the integrity of the self.
The significance of psychoanalysis resides in the ability to disclose the visual aspect of
identity-formation and reveal that the self-image is eventually the conflation of the gaze
proper directed at the body proper that appears in the mirror, and the outside gaze of the
Other that is attributed, posited and appropriated as abject. If the mother’s gaze is meant to
be constitutive of this integrity, superimposed as the source of approval and confirmation,
the grandmother’s gaze in the film, conversely, denotes disintegration, humiliation and
disapproval. It extends beyond the boundaries of the mirror stage: it is used
“metonymically” and stands for the “gaze of the generalized other.”170
To better understand the relevance of this reflective disjunction, we have to recall the
distinction W. J. T. Mitchell makes between pictures and images: in Picture Theory he
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describes the “picture” as “a constructed concrete object or ensemble” in opposition to the
image that is “the virtual, phenomenal appearance [the picture] provides for the
beholder.”171 Hans Belting is less eager to treat the disjunction between the two so
markedly. In his article entitled Toward and Athropology of the Image he equates the
picture with the physical realization of “the image in a given medium, be it photograph,
painting or video”172 or a specular image in our case, but emphasizes the anthropological
conditioning of image-ness by claiming that “images happen between us who look at them,
and their media with which they respond to our gaze. They rely on two symbolic acts which
both involve our living body: the act of fabrication and the act of perception, the one being
the purpose of the other.”173 He sees this bodily involvement with images to be attested by
Debray’s notion of the gaze as the force which turns a picture into an image.174 Belting
emphasizes that according to Debray “practicing the gaze does not merely amount to
reception but serves the purpose of ordering the visible. The image draws its meaning from
the gaze.”175 In other words, the gaze for Debray is not merely a social practice, “but
implies the living body as a whole.”176
The gaze for Dolarhyde, points beyond turning the picture (the optical phenomenon
in the mirror) into an image. When he chooses to destroy the medium, the broken mirror
comes to signify the missing ideal self-image that only exists in the form of desire. To
apply Belting’s wording, the broken mirror “stages the presence of an absence,” it functions
as an empty frame that needs to be filled in.
The rejection of the specular image and lack of an ideal imago give rise to what I
would call the fetishistic gaze. In response to the demand in the empty frame, Dolarhyde
searches for a substitute, and chooses the Blake-painting to project his narcissistic fantasies
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onto. His choice could be accounted for on several grounds, yet the most important reason
is probably that the painting depicts the dragon with his back to the beholder, veiling off his
face. Thus attention is directed to the body that displays powerful musculature, spread
wings and an emphatic tail wrapping around the female figure at the dragon’s feet, offering
a refined yet plausible visual metaphor for the consumption of the woman in a forced
interchange of gazes. Except for the wings and tails, the torso resembles that of an athlete
with a proportionate anatomy, a real feat of art and craftsmanship. Its meticulously
engineered geometry amplifies the concepts of corporeal beauty and perfection. What
particularly strikes the viewer as monstrous is not so much the presence of the diabolic
wings and tail as the displacement of the face. The body, in this respect, is literally defaced. The gaze of the dragon, though only attributed, points inside the picture plane. It is
fixed on the woman, and directs the beholder’s look to the same point. The woman, in
return, gazes back at the dragon in awe and horror. The whole composition radiates
dynamism, control, and a re-generative, transformative power of the spectacle that
Dolarhyde associates with “art.” The painting thus further complicates the pathology of
sight: the dynamism of seeing implies that it is not merely the deprivation or the distortion
of the face that brings about the monster, but rather the loss of one’s own countenance.

5.3 (Re-)Introducing Blake: Monsters, Bodies, Traumas
As regards the representation of monstrosity and the depiction of psychosis, the
involvement of Blake’s art in the plot of Red Dragon can be explained by the susceptibility
of its themes and images to arbitrary psychological stigmatization. Art is the only activity
that gives form to the experience of the sublime, and the creative energies or powers that
are capable of limiting as well as deliberating human consciousness and imagination are
often embodied in mythological creatures that are beautiful and fascinating, and monstrous
at the same time. For Blake, the formation of the identity, the formation of individual as
well as collective consciousness involves the processes of separation and identification.
Trauma and violence are hence inherent themes in Blake’s philosophy of art and conveyed
through the images of continuously transforming, tortured, convulsing, contracted or
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dismembered bodies. These notions are paramount in the demarcation of the boundaries
between innocence and experience. They also play an essential part in Blake’s account of
the creation, and also in his depictions of the fall, the ultimate breach between perception,
imagination and reason that brought about a series of further separations, the oppositions or
dichotomies that characterize metaphysical thinking.
In The Marriage of Heaven and Hell Blake subverts these dichotomies, and with
them the disjunction of physics and metaphysics:

All Bibles or sacred codes have been the causes of the following Errors.
1. That Man has two real existing principles Viz: a Body & a Soul.
2. That Energy, call'd Evil, is alone from the Body, & that Reason, call'd
Good, is alone from the Soul.
3. That God will torment Man in Eternity for following his Energies.
But the following Contraries to these are True
1. Man has no Body distinct from his Soul for that call'd Body is a
portion of Soul discern'd by the five Senses, the chief inlets of Soul in
this age.
2. Energy is the only life and is from the Body and Reason is the bound
or outward circumference of Energy.
3. Energy is Eternal Delight.177

For Blake the body is not separate from the soul, but rather functions as the extension of the
soul that derives from the discernment of the senses. In a similar fashion, he sees the
creation as the “abstraction” of the Divine.
The Book of Urizen contains a very condensed and perplexing account of the creation
and the fall. Here the two occur as parallel events, traumatic and violent at the same time,
as indicated by the opening lines: “a shadow of horror is risen / in Eternity.”178 This shadow
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is Urizen himself, one of the four Eternals (together with Los, Luvah and Tharmas)
introduced in The Four Zoas who come to existence with the fall and division of the
primeval man Albion. These creatures represent the four faculties or powers of man, and
often display monstrous characteristics. Los represents imagination, Urizen is reason,
Luvah stands for passion or desire and Tharmas for instinct or wrath. Urizen’s name is
apparently a pun on the name of the Greek god Uranus, god of heavens, and also on the
words “horizon” and “Your Reason,” both indicating the limits reason sets to perception.179
Before the creation/fall, Urizen was both one and many, but with the fall he becomes
a multitude, paradoxically contrived into (and confined within) a body. Urizen’s body is
formed through a traumatic and violent separation and diversification of its parts, also
resulting in the separations that characterize the creation. Death therefore resembles the
pre-natal state, and Urizen’s tomb becomes a womb:

And a roof vast petrific around,
On all sides he fram’d: like a womb;
Where thousands of rivers in veins
Of blood pour down the mountains to cool
The eternal fires beating without
From Eternals; & like a black globe
View’d by sons of Eternity, standing
On the shore of the infinite ocean,
Like a human heart struggling & beating
The vast world of Urizen appear’d.180
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Figure 27. An illuminated plate from Jerusalem by William Blake. The
sphere in the middle apparently holds together in the unity of “This World”
the energies of Reason, Pity, Wrath and Desire. Jerusalem The Emanation
of The Giant Albion, copy E, object 54 (Bentley 54, Erdman 54, Keynes
54). The William Blake Archive. Eds. M. Eaves, R.N. Essick, J.Viscomi.
Viewed on 11 March 2009. http://www.blakearchive.org

Figure 28. An illuminated plate from Milton a Poem by William Blake.
The diagram illustrates Blake’s concept of the nature of Man. (Urthona
is the other name of Los.) Milton a Poem, copy A, object 32 (Bentley
32, Erdman 33 [36], Keynes 32)The William Blake Archive. Eds. M.
Eaves, R.N. Essick, J.Viscomi. Viewed on 11 March 2009.
http://www.blakearchive.org
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In Jerusalem we read equally vehement depictions of violence. Robert N. Essick writes
about Blake’s work as follows:

Much of Jerusalem is an excursion into the horrific sublime; it may be the
most

violent,

blood-and

entrails-splattered

poem

in

English.

Dismemberment is particularly important, for it bodies forth the psychic and
cosmic fragmentation defining Blake’s sense of the fall. […] For Blake, this
process began with the male/female division and continued into the
delimitation of sexuality to ‘finite inflexible organs’ (BL 4:45; E 92). […]
Sexual strife extends into gendered conflicts between mind and nature,
inside and outside.181

Blake depicts the disjunction of male and female, mind and nature, imagination and
reason, inside and outside, using the imagery of war. These instances appear not so
much as discrete and static essences but rather as forces or “energies” that are creative
and destructive at the same time. The originally unified, primeval body of Albion is a
generative body that gives birth to diversities by virtue of its diversification and
fragmentation that are conveyed as violent and traumatic. Also, the illustrations to the
texts, Blake’s tortured and convulsing bodies, his faces of despair and sorrow are all
indicative of the experience of trauma which, in return, is made inherent in the
experience of the sublime. For Blake, the purpose of art, and of the artist, represented in
Jerusalem by Los, is to re-join the separate forces represented by the Zoas in order to
undo disruption and attain the archaic and mythical unity with the Divine. Violence,
therefore, implies no ethical or moral considerations; it is presented as a generative
force, a flow of energy.
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Figure 29. An illuminated plate from The Book of
Urizen by William Blake, probably representing
Los. Copy A, object 10 (Bentley 7, Erdman 7,
Keynes 7) The William Blake Archive. Eds. M.
Eaves, R.N. Essick, J.Viscomi. Viewed on 11
March 2009.
http://www.blakearchive.org

Figure 30. Skeleton in a cave or womb. An
illuminated plate from The Book of Urizen by
William Blake. Copy A, object 12 (Bentley 8,
Erdman 8, Keynes 8) The William Blake Archive.
Eds. M. Eaves, R.N. Essick, J.Viscomi. Viewed
on 11 March 2009.
http://www.blakearchive.org

Figure 31. An illuminated plate from Jerusalem
The Emanation of The Giant Albion by William
Blake. copy E, object 37 (Bentley 37, Erdman 33,
Keynes 37) The William Blake Archive. Eds. M.
Eaves, R.N. Essick, J.Viscomi. Viewed on March
11 2009. http://www.blakearchive.org

Figure 32. The Great Red Dragon and the Woman
clothed with the Sun by William Blake (housed at
the National Gallery of Art, Washington.

Dragon-like figures hover above women (Jerusalem and The Woman Clothed with the Sun) The postures
follow the same pattern (arms and wings spread as if to cover the exposed bodies of the female figures).
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If the fall is the choice of the infinite Divine mind to limit itself, than, inversely, the ability
to transgress these limits is the par excellence characteristic feature of the Divine. Human is
Divine for Blake because it is seen as the abstraction of the Divine, generated from the
Divine form. Accordingly, if the fall is generative in terms of difference, imagination is regenerative: it transgresses differences, and in doing so it is equally violent.
To better understand the interdependence of violence, trauma and art, and to be able
to disentangle the complexities of the phenomenology of perception, we have to take a look
at Blake’s philosophy of art – most plausibly expressed in his Songs of Innocence and
Experience.
5.4 Excursus: Imagination and the Phenomenology of Perception in Blake
Blake, as René Wellek points it out, equated imagination and nature:182

To see a World in a grain of Sand:
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand
And Eternity in an hour.183

Nature here is intended to be represented as a unity within which perception and the
perceived are inseparable, moreover, where the perceived is determined by perception.
According to Wellek, imagination for Blake was not only a faculty half way between sense
perception and rationality, enabling the poet to see. Nor was it a poet’s own invention, but
rather a sort of creative power by means of which the human intellect could gain insight
into reality as “infinite” and could read nature as a symbol of contents otherwise
unnoticed.184 Frye chooses a similar approach to Blake and his oeuvre in Fearful
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Symmetry.185 His book reaches beyond the exclusively poetical-rhetorical grounds into the
realm of what later came to be known as myth-criticism. As Paul de Man later commented
Frye takes images (specifically the metaphor) as the starting point of his investigation.186
But Frye also tries to re-contextualize these images within the framework of a broader
mythological pattern of art and literature wherein the image, and, consequently, the picture,
the physical object, can fill in cultural and epistemological functions.187 Both Wellek and
Frye seem to be of the opinion that Blake’s heavy reliance on the plasticity of images
presupposes an underlying, creative and phenomenological relation between art and reality:
As Jonathan Hart explains summarizes Frye’s position as follows:

Frye maintains that a visionary creates a higher spiritual world that
transforms and charges the objects of perception in this one, and that
includes the visualization vital to the artist. Vision is perceptive rather than
contemplative […] and vision and art are closely related.188

Frye defines the work of art as “a unified mental vision of experience” and as “an
imaginative ordering of sense experience.”189 The relation between “vision” and
“imagination,” according to Hart, can be best summarized as vision being “the creative
power of the artist” and “the telos of all energy,” while “the act of imagination is a union of
existence and perception.”190 It is clear that the difference between Frye and Wellek is that
Frye’s interpretation makes clear distinction between “vision” as creative power and telos,
and “imagination” as an act giving birth to existence by virtue of perception, whereas
Wellek’s interpretation does not operate with the term “vision.” It is important to note,
however, that even in Frye’s book, at times, the two terms are interchangeable. Wellek may
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now lead the investigation one step further as he suggests that the phenomenology of
perception, that is, the relationship between perception and image is the very ground on
which Blake elaborates his (idealistic) epistemology:191

The Sun’s Light when he unfolds it
Depends on the Organ that beholds it;192

The representation of reality for Blake is bound to an idealist view of language (i.e. a
language capable of performing the task of representation). But this is only possible, as
Frye points it out,193 because Blake reverses the paradigm by claiming reality to be
primarily mental. Frye, at this point, opposes Blake’s phenomenological claims to those of
Locke, by pointing out that the act of perception unites subject and object, whereas
Lockean reflection separates them.194 At the same time, for Blake, “nothing is real beyond
the imaginative patterns that people compose of reality.”195 Reality for Blake thus exists
first and foremost mentally, by virtue of imagination – as the quotation from the poem also
indicates. For Blake, words (and images) are superior to things – at least from a
phenomenological point of view.
To demonstrate how the mode of representation relies on the phenomenological
understanding of perception, I chose to use the poems of Songs of Innocence and Songs of
Experience. The common thematic “generator” of the poems in both books is the
elaboration of an image (or rather symbol). The most plausible examples – at least as their
titles might indicate – could be The Divine Image in the Songs of Innocence and its
antipode, A Divine Image in the Songs of Experience. In these two contrasting poems
Blake’s summary of the states of innocence and experience is implemented. The images,
however, lack the actual element of visualization (involving the mind’s effort in creating a
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mental picture of the thing). The lack of an actually pictorial element might be interpreted
as Blake’s indebtedness to the theological tradition of the prohibition of carved images, but
I would take the risk and say that Blake’s concern at this point is rather the creative and
representational power of the word (i.e. verbal image). The ‘Images’ come into being by
operating with abstract notions as “Mercy,” “Pity,” “Peace” and “Love” in The Divine
Image, and “Cruelty,” “Terror,” “Jealousy” and “Secrecy” in A Divine Image. These
notions function as empty sings that can only be interpreted once they are rendered vehicles
of a (pseudo-)epistemological description of the “Divine.”

For Mercy Pity Peace and Love
Is God our father dear:
And Mercy Pity Peace and Love
Is Man his child and care.196

The description is based on anthropomorphism. In The Divine Image the notions become
anthropomorphic as they are provided with a “human face,” a “human dress,” or a “human
form” (which is nonetheless divine).

For Mercy has a human heart
Pity, a human face:
And Love, the human form divine,
And Peace, the human dress.197

As de Man says,

Anthropomorphism is not just a trope but an identification on the level of
substance. It takes one entity for another and thus implies the constitution of
specific entities prior to their confusion, the taking of something for
something else that can then be assumed to be given. Anthropomorphism
196
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freezes the infinite chain of tropological transformations and propositions
into one single assertion or essence which, as such, excludes all others. It is
no longer a proposition but a proper name [italics mine, D. L. P.] […].198

This proper name for Blake is “Human.” The key element of identification is the positing of
an analogy between the two things compared. These humanized notions are identified with
the Divine in the second stanza, where the syntactic structure also strengthens the
completion of this identification. Thus the poem gives face or form to the Divine by
representing it as having Human characteristics, and, in turn, it also represents the Human
as being eventually Divine – by virtue of the same identification. This face-giving is known
as the trope of prosopopoeia. As I have discussed it earlier, de Man provides an etymology
for the term: “prosopon poiein, to confer a mask or a face.”199 This face is the actual Image
in its human form, at least on the level of epistemology. Blake’s imagination creates a kind
of reality in which the revelatory power of imagination is the vehicle of epistemology.
Knowing the Divine, for Blake resides in knowing the Human – as the poem testifies. The
actual face, the actual image the Divine is conferred upon is the poem (the materiality of
writing) itself.
This Divine Image in this respect can be regarded as a distorted image only, as it is
not “the thing itself but only the representation, the picture of the thing.”200 The sensory
aspect of perception at this point is restricted to the recognition of the plausible materiality
of writing (i.e. perceiving the Image not as a form of visualization but as textual
representation).The inscription of the sensory (specifically the visual) manifests itself in a
paradoxical way: the lack of an actually pictorial element from the image is counterbalanced by the evocative Presence of the “verbal-image.”
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Figure 33. “The Divine Image” by William Blake. Songs of Innocence Copy
B (1789) object 17. The William Blake Archive. Ed. M. Eaves, R. N. Essick,
and J. Viscomi. Viewed on 11 March 2009. http://www.blakearchive.org

Figure 34. “The Human Abstract” by William Blake. Songs of Innocence
and Experience. Copy C (1789, 1794) object 40. The William Blake
Archive. Ed. M. Eaves, R. N. Essick, and J. Viscomi. Viewed on 11 March
2009. http://www.blakearchive.org
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An intricate double-play results from the rhetoric of the poem. The face that was given in
order to reveal also conceals at the same time. The Divine appears as ever being mediated
by the work of art; it is but the Presence behind the mask. But the only claim (or
affirmation) that the poem can make is but the claim of its own existence. What the
rhetorical reading reveals is that whenever the poem is read, the Divine is conferred upon a
face and thus mediated, and the poem as image affirms itself as being The Divine Image.
The question of visualization gains further significance with regard to the illustration
Blake made to accompany this poem.201 As one may see, (fig 33.) the original illuminated
plate at first sight does not bear any functional visual elements to convey the Divine Image.
Only some non-figurative, curving, vegetal ornamentations and human figures frame the
text. One may want to read the work of art as being multimedial with respect to the
interaction of text and picture (in the strict sense). This kind of reading would attribute a
signifying role to the illustration, (i.e. the pictorial element contributing to the process of
signification and thus emerging to be a factor of the interpretation). From this point of
view, the apparent irrelevance of the illustration refers the reader (the spectator) back to the
text: it emphasizes once more the verbal (linguistic) determination of the phenomenology
of the Image, an Image coined of words.
The anti-poem, A Divine Image in Songs of Experience establishes an intertextual
relationship with the original text and functions as an antipode. The same could be said
about a number of poems in Songs of Experience. The original image is usually turned
upside down, or at least colored inversely. Of course, the inversions are not always as
straight-forward as in the case of these two poems, but one may want to try and play with
the idea. A Divine Image as prosopopoeia uses the key attributions familiar from the
original poem. The “human heart,” “face,” “dress” and “form” are attributed to the
inversions of Mercy, Pity, Peace and Love.

Cruelty has a Human Heart
201

As it is commonly known, a number of variations of the illustrated plates exist. The main difference
between the individual copies, however, does not lie in the alteration of the actual drawings, but rather in the
coloring. At this point, I am concentrating on two particular sets of copies (Songs of Innocence, Copy B,
1789. and Songs of Innocence and Experience, Copy C, 1789, 1794.) form the The William Blake Archives
available online at <http://www.blakearchive.org/>.

122

And Jealousy a Human Face:
Terror, the Human Form Divine
And Secrecy, the Human Dress.

The Human Dress, is forged in Iron
The Human Form, a fiery Forge.
The Human Face, a Furnace seal’d
The Human Heart, its hungry Gorge.202

The Divine Image becomes its own “other.” This claim fits perfectly into Blake’s
epistemology: if – as the Innocence-poem claims – knowing the Divine presupposes
knowing the Human, the All-Too-Human must, too, make its own contribution to this
knowledge. For Blake, no innocent knowledge is possible at the cost of eliminating
experience.
Philological data, however, modify our view to some extent. According to a footnote
in the Norton Critical Edition of Blake’s Poetry and Designs203 Blake did engrave this draft
for Songs of Experience, but later replaced it by The Human Abstract. The poem describes
the mutual dependence of the states of innocence and experience. The method is different
though. It is not the attributions that are retained to be thus conferred upon distinct notions
(as they were in A Divine Image). The original notions themselves – “Mercy,” “Pity”
(capitalized), “peace” and “love” (not capitalized) – are presented here as otherness: in The
Divine Image the love of “the human form divine” excluded the experience of trauma
(“And all must love the human form, / In heathen, turk or jew”204), whereas in The Human
Abstract peace, for instance, is the result of mutual fear, and love turns out to be
irrevocably selfish and violent.

And mutual fear brings peace;
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Till the selfish loves increase.205

The trauma resides in the concept of deceit, and the key image is the Tree that “bears the
fruit of Deceit, / Ruddy and sweet to eat.” In Blake’s poem the Tree of Deceit grows in the
“Human Brain,” emphasizing the arbitrariness and the ambiguity of experience. In other
words, the Image in Blake’s poem presents itself not only as an “otherness”, but as
deceptive, it is also traumatic and violent. The prosopon, the “human face” conferred upon
the Divine finally reveals its double nature. The original notions are left without further
attributions except for the one of deceit.
In Blake, however, there is no typological interpretation in the strict sense as
typology works backward. The Human Abstract emanates or is “abstracted” from Divine
Image, not as its inversion or negative, but rather as its other. If The Divine Image was
considered a distorted image as it was the representation, the picture only, and not the thing
itself, The Human Abstract should definitely be considered the distortion of the distorted
image as being not the thing (the image) itself, but only the other of the image. What we
witness here is but Blake’s ironic moment: the poet ironizing his own predicament, the
poem ironizing the affirmations of a former poem.
And, once more, multimediality tints the interpretation. I argued that the apparent
‘irrelevance’ of the illustration in The Divine Image refers the reader back to the text,
highlighting the linguistic determination of the phenomenology of the Image. If, in a
rhetorical framework, The Human Abstract is the distorted inversion of The Divine Image,
then, in the same rhetorical framework, the inversion of the verbal-image can only be an
immediate pictorial character, namely an elderly male figure under a tree the roots of which
are reaching out to drag him down as he is desperately trying to get rid of his bonds.
The question remains whether the illustration is to be taken as a direct (immediate)
representation (or visualization) of the human abstract as such, which is the case when the
text governs the interpretation of the illustration, constituting a preliminary paradigm of
‘reading the painting.’ The other possibility is if one regards the painting not as an
accompanying element to the poem, but as functional constituent of the work of art. In this
205
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case, none of the two media (either the “pictorial” or the “textual”) governs the
interpretation of the other, but the two are interdependent. In the latter case, it would hardly
be possible to identify and isolate the proper function of either component. In such a
rhetoricity, the whole work of art as a mode of representation becomes the Human Abstract
itself. In Blake’s poem the prosopopoeia provides the object of representation with a proper
name, but it also distorts the iconicity of the same proper name. Consequently, if the poem
is considered multimedial, the reference of the text (which, in this sense, is a “verbal
image”) can only be the illustration, and the reference the “reading” of the illustration
reveals can only be the text. Thus, in this form of “interreferenciality” no external point of
reference, no external element of reality can be identified. This is in harmony with Frye’s
claim that, for Blake, reality is eventually mental.
Appetite for De(con)struction
No less subtle is the mode of representation in Blake’s other two emblematic poems, The
Tyger and The Lamb. These poems are among the most plausible reflections of the thematic
and figurative relationship between the rhetoric of the word and image in Songs of
Innocence and Songs of Experience. Both poems follow the same rhetorical and pragmatic
pattern. In the centre of both poems is a series of questions. The co-reading of the two
poems, however, reveals some less obvious aspects of this rhetoricity.
The poems are determined by two axes, a pragmatic and a rhetorical one. In The
Tyger the pragmatic axis presents questions about the creature. The questions are conveyors
of a descriptive dilemma concerning the mode of existence of the tiger. Here the
questioning attitude attributed to both innocent and experienced states is based on a clash of
reason and imagination. The poem – operating with the vocabulary of fearful energy,
perfection and power – describes the eminence and majesty of the creature in terms of
describing the details of the very process of its creation, and, indirectly, in terms of
describing its creator, the mighty and powerful, “immortal hand” that “frames” the “fearful
symmetry” of the animal.
In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
125

What the hand dare seize the fire?

And what shoulder and what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat,
What dread hand? and what dread feet?

What the hammer? what the chain?
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? what dread grasp,
Dare its deadly terrors clasp?206

The underlying industrial vocabulary prompts spectacular images of a smith’s workshop,
and, by the iconography indicated by the wording, the creative power may well be
attributed to Los who is often represented with a hammer. The verbal iconography furtheremphasizes all the power, skill and craft the fabrication of the animal requires. The
illustration to a certain extent echoes the imagery of the text – the interdependence of text
and picture as regards referentiality is direct. (Fig. 36.)
But as the rhetoric of the poem unfolds, an apparent discrepancy between verbalimage and illustration emerges. The next stanza of the poem carries the aim and focus of
the whole description. The industrial imagery shifts into a cosmological one, and places the
tiger within the order of creation.

When the stars threw down their spears
And water’d heaven with their tears:
Did he smile his work to see?
Did he who made the Lamb make thee?207
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Figure 35. William Blake. “The Lamb.” Songs of Innocence, copy B (1789),
object 29. The William Blake Archive. Ed. M. Eaves, R. N. Essick, and J.
Viscomi. Viewed on 11 March 2009 http://www.blakearchive.org

Figure 36. William Blake. ‘The Tiger.’ Songs of Innocence, copy C (1789,
1794), object 50. The William Blake Archive. Ed. M. Eaves, R. N. Essick,
and J. Viscomi. Viewed on 11 March 2009 http://www.blakearchive.org
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It is the first time, when an attempt is made to identify the creator: the poem provides this
unknown power with an attribution which – at least here – is out of context, and can only
be interpreted along the rhetorical axis of the poem. The rhetorical reading situates the
original questions of the poem within the trope of an apostrophe. But the object of this
apostrophe is not exclusively the tiger; the rhetoric of the trope points beyond it, to an
indirect object. In other words, though the poem as apostrophe speaks to (and about) the
tiger, its real concern is the creator and the energetic of creation.
The illustration here loosens its connection with the text. The questions of the poem
start to function rhetorically: they are more like affirmations of suspicion (“Did he who
made the Lamb make thee?”) concerning the identity of the creator. The apostrophe thus
represents an epistemological approach to the mode of existence of the creator, as opposed
to the descriptive one to the mode of existence of the creature. The illustration and the text
are distanced from one another for the time being. These affirmations cast different light on
the original horizon of questions, and require the re-reading of the entire poem – also from
an intertextual point of view.
The last stanza frames the image of the tiger, emphasizing the symmetry (i.e. the
perfection) of the animal, a feature which is one of the primary concepts of the poem.
Symmetry, as it is commonly understood, is the exact match in size and shape between two
halves, parts or sides of something. The essence of symmetry, however, lies in reflection: as
if either of the two parts was reflected in a mirror. In this respect, symmetry is first and
foremost subject to visual perception – hence the tangible description of the look of the
tiger – and it also presupposes an element of opposition. As far as intertextuality is
concerned, this symmetry takes a different form. The anti-poem, The Lamb bears the same
pragmatic structure; it is composed of a series of questions which, contrary to the tigerpoem, are not rhetorical, or at least, the core of rhetoricity lies elsewhere. The descriptive
part of the lamb-image is much the same; the sensory aspects (shape, look, voice) of the
animal are also presented in terms of its creation, but the apropos of the description is
revealed directly:

Little Lamb I’ll tell thee,
Little Lamb I’ll tell thee:
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He is called by thy name,
For he calls himself a Lamb:
He is meek and he is mild,
He became a little child:
I a child and thou a lamb,
We are called by his name.
Little Lamb God bless thee.
Little Lamb God bless thee.208

The image of the lamb in the poem begins to function as an affirmation, a name in
particular, being the representation of the creator himself. The name, however, is not given,
but revealed: the creator “calls himself a Lamb.” The face reveals itself – at least partly – as
a proper name (spelt with capital L). The moment of reflection (i.e. symmetry) is presented
as a multiple prosopopoeia: the name becomes a child and thus conferred to the subject (the
speaking “I”) of the poem. “Child,” and “lamb” are now interchangeable names, and both
are conferred upon the same face, for both is given the same name: “we are called by his
name.” The illustration echoes the scene in an indirect and partial way: the figure of the
lamb and the child are present, but the picture conveys no immediate identification between
them (Fig. X.). Symmetry in the poem, however, cannot be retained on the textual level
either. The aforesaid element of opposition is missing from the image: while in Paradise
Lost the names of the things were iconic, this mutual (and infinite) transfer of the name
between “lamb,” “child” and the creator prevents the name from fulfilling an iconic
function. It is no longer a proper name, only the irony of iconicity that characterizes The
Lamb. Moreover, the irony of this symmetry becomes apparent in the re-reading of The
Tyger, too. The inscription of the Lamb (again with capital L) into the text of The Tyger
involves the connotations of the Innocence-poem in the interpretation. The issue of
symmetry thus reaches beyond the semantic boundaries of the individual poems and
involves both of them in establishing the non-iconic mode of representation. In the focus of
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the tiger-poem (“Did he who made the Lamb make thee?”) unfolds the actual form of this
symmetry: the lamb mirrors the tiger, and vice-versa.
Symmetry, ironically enough, turns out to be eventually asymmetrical. It is not the
perfect reflection of certain halves that constitutes a symmetric hole, but rather the
representation of an inverse or negative image. Tiger and lamb, in this sense, are not
opposing entities, nor are they parts of a greater hole. They are not even “type” and “antitype” as they would probably be in Frye’s approach, but two aspects, two modes of
representation of one (mental) reality, that mutually determine one another. In other words,
Blake’s “appetite for deconstruction” does not trigger him to withdraw the affirmations
made in the poems of Songs of Innocence, but rather to counter-balance them by presenting
their “others” in the Songs of Experience. This mode of representation may show the
unbiased nature of reality. Symmetry is thus characterized in these poems by an ironic
element. “The ironic language splits the subject into an empirical self that exists in a state
of inauthenticity and a self that exists only in the form of a language that asserts the
knowledge of this inauthenticity.”209 Applying de Man’s claim to the rhetoric of
intertextuality, one may say that this “asymmetrical symmetry” is also manifest between
the texts themselves: one poem reads the other. The “Lamb” in the tiger-poem reads as a
reference to the anti-poem. If the rhetorical form of the affirmation of the Lamb is the
creation of the poem entitled The Lamb, the other of this rhetorical form is the creation of
the poem entitled The Tyger. Thus the actual question reads as “Did he who made The
Lamb make The Tyger?” This rhetorical reading of the question, at the same time,
reestablishes the interrelationship of text and illustration, too: The Lamb and The Tyger are
not mere texts; the poems as works of art are again complex units, encompassing different
forms (written and visual) of creation. The rhetoric of the poems, in this respect, shows that
there is definitely some sort of “(a)symmetry” between poetic- and divine creation. To
conclude with Hart’s observations:

Innocence and Experience interpenetrate. […] We exist in more in a world
of experience, the subhuman world of nature, without design, the world of
209
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the tiger, where humans are the only creative force and they are mostly
destructive.210

5.5 Revisiting Red Dragon: fetish, gaze and the pathologization of the image
I discussed the role of perception, imagination and the loss of innocence alongside the
formations of symmetry and asymmetry for two reasons: first, I wanted to contextualize the
interchange of subjectivity that is at work in the relation of creator and creation, artist and
art object in Red Dragon with respect to Blake’s symbolism and philosophy of art in Songs
of Innocence and Experience. And secondly, I wanted to show how the concept of violence
exemplifies the polarizing effect of trauma. In many respects, the Dragon emerges as
Dolarhyde’s other. The personification of the image results in an interesting from of
apostrophe or prosopopoeia: Dolarhyde’s concern in this sense is not only the act of
creation, but also the process of becoming. The asymmetry of his personality is caught
between the state of innocence and its loss, the trauma of experience. The dragon is seen as
the embodiment or materialization of this asymmetrical state, it represents admiration and
repulsion.
Dolarhyde’s obsession concerns the painting both as an art-object, and as an
anthropomorphic entity: he confers upon it powers that personify, or animate the picture
which, by the same token, becomes what Mitchell calls a totem, an idol or a fetish.211 My
reason for considering it a fetish resides in the recognition that the painting functions for
Dolarhyde also as a phallus-substitute: it shields him off from his castration anxiety rooted
in a childhood trauma: when the viewer first gets to see Francis Dolarhyde, he is already an
adult, lifting weight at his workout bench in the attic of his mansion. But he can still hear
the haunting voice of his late grandmother in his head:

“Oh, Francis, I’ve never seen a child as dirty or disgusting as you. You’re
soaking wet! Get out of my bed, go up to your room. Shut up you dirty little
210
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beast! I should have put you into an orphanage, grandson or not. Into the
bathroom. Take off your nightshirt and wipe yourself off. Now give me my
scissors…! Take that filthy little thing in your hand and stretch it out. Now,
look down. Do you want me to cut it off?! I pledge you my word Francis: if
you ever make your bed dirty again I’ll cut it off. Understand?!”212

For Dolarhyde the painting remains a fetish as long as it stages the two most fundamental
characteristic features of masculinity: physical strength and sexual potency. It is in the
nature of the Dragon to consume the femininity of the woman, and bring the demonstration
of his physical strength to an extreme in murder. Dolarhyde assumes the desired ideal selfimage by identifying with the fetish.
His identification with the dragon expands beyond the boundaries of cognitive
operations, into the realm of corporeality: he identifies with the image of the dragon also in
terms of physical semblance as he wears a life-size tattoo of the painting on his back.
Another sequence in the film that marks the connection between gaze and control, murder
and ‘art’ is what I call the “projection scene”. In this sequence Dolarhyde captures Tattler
journalist Freddy Lounds, who, in cooperation with the FBI, published a degrading article
about him. Glued to a wheelchair, Lounds also represents the controlled gaze of the cinema
viewer who, like Lounds, gets to see the tattoo for the first time. Dolarhyde threatens
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Figure 37. Off the screen. (Ralph Fiennes as Francis Dolarhyde in Red Dragon (Red Dragon. DVD dir. Brett
Ratner, Universal Studios and Intercom, 2002.9

Lounds (and, indirectly, the viewer) to “staple his eyelids to his forehead” if he does not
open his eyes and keeps refusing to look at him. The film at this point visually juxtaposes
the Blake-painting and Dolarhyde’s staging of the Dragon. He poses nude between Lounds
and the projection screen, flexing the back muscles and imitating the Dragon’s posture with
wings and legs spread, actually animating the image on his back. But the tattoo, in my
reading, is more then just the mimesis of Blake’s watercolor. It operates as a kind of effigy
which, according to Belting, “epitomizes the simultaneity as well as opposition between
absence and presence”213 The tattoo, in this case, is the mental image of the Dragon
inscribed214 into a physical object, the body. In this configuration the body does not only
merges into the screen, where its shadow appears as a frame, but also amounts to a visual
metaphor in which the personified image of the dragon steps off the screen. Consequently,
the tattoo integrates with the body and becomes not just an image on the body, but rather
the image of the body in the fetishistic gaze. In other words, by virtue of the transfer
between picture and image, Dolarhyde is becoming (continuous!) the living personification
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of the Red Dragon. He keeps repeating the question “Do you see?” as he runs through the
slides that show his former victims. Finally he turns to the journalist: “Will you tell the
truth now? About my work? My becoming? My art?” This is why Dolarhyde needs an
audience, this is the explanation for all the theatricality characterizing the murders. As
Belting emphasizes, all images “arrive with a predetermined mise-en-scéne”215 or staging.
For Dolarhyde, murder is but the art of mise-en-scéne in which he emerges both as auteur
and art-object. On the one hand he brings the lifeless image of the dragon into life, and on
the other hand, as a living image, he exposes himself to the (outside) gaze of others. Simply
put, as a picture, Dolrahyde wants to be looked at, and by way of the spectacle he manages
to attain and control the gaze of others. He states clearly: “Fear is not what you owe me.
You owe me awe!” This mode of interpretation may be seen as a reverberation of Lacan’s
famed aphorism: “in the scopic field, the gaze is outside, I am looked at, that is to say, I am
a picture.”216
Now, if one end of our relations with pictures is characterized by fetishistic,
totemizing or idolatrous iconophilia, the other end is definitely characterized by the
destructive drives of iconophobia. Ironically, the two stand much closer to one another than
it seems. Fetish, for instance, as a substitute, sometimes wields so much power that it
threatens with canceling out and taking over the place of that which it is a substitute for.
Even Dolarhyde has to understand that the “non-gaze” of the painting controls him the
same way as he wants to control the gaze of his victims.
This paradox moves towards a cataclysmic peak as his connection with Reba
McClane advances. As I have argued earlier, it is not merely the deprivation or the
distortion of the face that brings about the monster, but rather the loss of one’s own
countenance. De-facement, for Dolarhyde is a self-inflected stigma that is in sharp contrast
with his efforts to build up an athletic, perfected and visually pleasing ideal(ized) body. His
body-image is distorted by its own perfection and immaculacy that, retroactively,
imperfects his personality. What this obsession with the body-image discloses here is the
double nature of art: as generative, and as re-generative. Notions of beauty and perfection,
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the concept of the ideal are never absolute, but always temporal and institutional constructs.
The integrity Dolarhyde seeks to restore, consequently, is a fiction only. The tattooing, as
inscription on the body, as the carved image of fetish makes Dolarhyde what he beholds.
The stigma that penetrates the surface of the body gains further significance if
considered in retrospection. It eventually frames the narrative. The story begins with Will
being fatally wounded by Hannibal Lecter, and ends with an extensive shootout in which
Dolarhyde is killed and Will is again seriously injured. The scars are material signifiers not
only of physical but of mental and psychological traumas as well. They are traces that mark
the presence of a loss. Hannibal Lecter’s last letter to Will reminds of the significance of
the scar:
LECTER (Voiceover): My dear Will:
You must be healed by now.On the outside, at least.
I hope you're not too ugly.
What a collection of scars you have!
Never forget who gave you the best of them.
And be grateful. Our scars have the power
to remind us the past was real.
We live in a primitive time, don't we, Will?
Neither savage nor wise. Half measures are the curse of it.
A rational society would either
kill me or put me to some use.
Do you dream much, Will? I think of you often.

Your old friend,
Hannibal Lecter.217

Dolarhyde’s failure to come to terms with his physical condition, with his scar, is
highlighted in his relationship with the Reba McClane. She represents the antipode of Mrs.
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Dolarhyde. She is not bothered by Dolarhyde’s disfigurement as she lives with a disability
too, having lost her eyesight as a child. In a scene she verbalizes her fascination with the
man, with his physical characteristics in particular.

REBA:

I don't think anybody knows you at all, D.
Everybody wonders about you, though.
Especially the women.

DOLARHYDE:

What do they want to know?

REBA:

They find you... very mysterious and interesting.

DOLARHYDE:

Did they tell you how I look?

REBA:

They said that you have a remarkable body.
That you're very sensitive about your face but you shouldn't
be.
Oh, and… they asked me if... you are as strong as you look.

DOLARHYDE:

And?

REBA:

I said I didn't know.218

Reba’s blindness radically repositions Dolarhyde’s misapprehension of his deformity. Like
the woman in the painting, she gives Dolarhyde the awe he wants, she offers herself to him
in total submission, acknowledging his strength and sexual potency. They have sex and, the
following morning the film presents Dolarhyde with his back to the camera, exposing the
tattoo, as if it were to suggest that the staging of the dragon is yet incomplete. Reba’s
character slips out of the Dragon’s will to dominate her. In fact, the dynamics of Reba and
Dolarhyde’s relationship posits the woman in the dominant role: she is the one who starts
up a conversation with Dolarhyde in the dark room where they first meet, and her sexuality
apparently subdues Dolarhyde’s. She manages to tame and civilize the monster. In this
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respect, Reba can also be seen as a redeeming figure. Towards the end of the film, agent
Will Graham comforts Reba with the following words:

WILL:

See how you're doing.

REBA: Sure, why not?
Who could resist a charmer like me?
WILL:

You know, whatever part of him was still human...
was only kept alive because of you.
You probably saved some lives.
You didn't draw a freak. Okay?
You drew a man with a freak on his back.

REBA: I should have known.
WILL:

No, sometimes you don't.
Trust me, I've been there.
Listen to me. There was plenty wrong with Dolarhyde...
but there's nothing wrong with you.
Except your hair.
Your hair is a train wreck.
Can we please do something about that?
For next time, maybe? Please?
That would be nice.

REBA: Thank you.
WILL:

Just get some rest.

WILL:

You're gonna be fine.219

At the hands of Reba, Dolarhyde’s iconophilia turns into iconophobia: he realizes that he
does not need to control Reba’s gaze, at least not the way he did it with his former victims.
As Nicholas Mirzoeff reminds, “in the fetishistic gaze, reality exists but has the viewer’s
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desire superimposed over it.”220 Since the fetish holds him captive, in a dramatic moment
he attempts to overcome the dragon first by taking a shotgun into his own mouth, but then
he is unable to pull the trigger. Unable to destroy221 the image, he chooses to destroy the
picture, the real fetish, in the Brooklyn Museum. The eating of the painting (the
consumption of art) therefore prevails as a metaphor for the self-consuming nature of
Dolarhyde’s own art. The higher level of perfection this art reaches, the more he loses his
human identity. In a dramatic scene Dolarhyde makes one last desperate attempt to “save”
Reba from his monstrous other. He kidnaps her and stages his own suicide, really shooting
the already dead body of a former victim, but letting the blind Reba think he killed himself.
He then sets his home on fire and disappears in the flames to resurface in the Grahams’
house where he is eventually shot in the face by Will’s wife, Molly – an interesting way to
deconstruct the painting’s thematization of the interaction between the woman’s gaze and
the Dragon’s countenance, and an epitomic reversal of the power structures between the
Dragon and his victim, the Woman.
There is, in fact, a latent irony in the portrayal of Dolarhyde that subverts his art and
his interpretation of Blake. In his reading of Harris’ novel, Tony Magistrale seems to retreat
into defending Blake’s romantic genius. He retains the disjunction between Blake and the
pathologization of his art, and with a refined gesture detaches Blake from the novel: he lays
emphasis on misapprehension rather than identification in his analysis of Dloarhyde’s
character:

The irony ultimately inherent in Dolarhyde’s quest is that he reduces
Blake’s evocative symbols of the visionary human imagination to mere acts
of butchery; his dragon-man alter ego revels in attacking helpless women
and children who are asleep. A more sophisticated and accurate response to
Blake, including his many endeavors to contrapose gender stereotyping,
opposes what Dolarhyde interprets from his work. […] Blake’s art
epitomizes the positive attributes of breaking free from the oppressive social
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veneers of everyday life. In his need to tyrannize others in order to achieve
his own freedom, Dolarhyde certainly misapprehends Blake.222

In the cinematographic medium the ideas of staging and murder are brought to the viewer
at two removes. Art and gaze unavoidably constitute a difference and, as a result, a distance
between the beholder (or viewer) and that which is looked at. This is as much symptomatic
of the case of Dolarhyde and the Blake, as it is characteristic of the relation between the
viewer and the cinema screen. The question concerns the suspension or bracketing of this
difference. No performance or staging is intelligible without a certain form of gaze. The
cinematic image is also there to be looked at and the actor’s bodily involvement in the
staging of a character’s image also presupposes the superimposition of some kind of
outside gaze, be it latent and attributed, or apparent and distanced.
Consequently, the significance of the gaze, together with the different forms of
staging resides in the ability to provide for us the possibility of an immediate participation
and controlled distance. In this respect, it really is true that murder as art is self-consuming:
it eventually eats up the murderer itself.

5.6 Aesthetics of Murder?
The question remains whether it is the crisis of the image or the introduction of new
technologies that we are witnessing here. Can we simply say, paraphrasing Kittler, that we
do not need aesthetics any more as we have a set of new methodologies, technical media to
give form to the visual? Is it the technicality of the TV/cinema screen that changes
everything? Any answer to these questions would be arbitrary and reductive. But it is clear
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that multimediality, since the appearance of photography, is absolutely constitutive of the
field of forces that characterize art.223
As a result, the cultural and compositional significance, the aesthetics of this nested
painting, embedded in the context of popular crime cinema, could be most simply contrived
in the following paradox: originally intended as an illustration to the Book of Revelations,
Blake’s emblematic watercolor plays a central role in the novel as well as on the screen,
and yet, the localization of its artistic status and poetic function is extremely difficult. This
paradox derives from a phenomenological distinction between the painting/picture and the
image, the art-object and its mental projection or construct. Blake’s masterpiece appears in
the film as a (real life) art-object and represents aesthetic, cultural and financial values; it
can be studied, displayed, appreciated, marveled at, touched and, by virtue of its
materiality, destroyed. At the same time, it is also an image and as such, it displays the
same semantic and phenomenological patterns, the same relative epistemology as any other
image would: its meaning depends on communicative competences that are mobilized and
“framed” by the context of the fiction. An entire web of narratives evolves around a single
aspect of the painting: the visualization of violence, its artistic representation and staging
through the image of the dragon.
It must be noted, however, that the conception of the context is as problematic as the
interpretation of the meanings it generates. As Jonathan Culler remarks, in essence, the
context does not differ from what it contextualizes. It is not given, but constituted, and its
content is defined by strategies of interpretation.224 Otherwise stated, the film, the fictional
context itself where the painting appears also requires interpretation. Culler goes on to
argue that framing could be an alternative to the notion of context. He writes that since the
signs criticism deals with are social constructs, instead of context and contextualization
perhaps we should talk about the framing of signs: how signs are constituted in different
semiotic structures and institutional discourses.225
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Culler’s conception of framing can be used productively to explain how the film
mobilizes (re-frames) and mediates the semantic potentials of the painting. Framing does
not subvert the canonical, commonly accepted and institutionalized interpretations of the
painting; the semantic field of the meanings it mediates is saturated by the same concepts
classical literary and art-historical discourses operate with: therefore the painting is
associated with sublimity, obsession, psychosis, madness, chaos, power, sexual abuse, and
violence. In other words, the context as frame is re-framed by art-historical and critical
discourses, which, in return, are also re-framed by the psychoanalytic implications of the
themes of violence.
The mediation of meanings directs attention to two other constitutive instances of the
image: as Hans Belting explains, images depend on two things: they are present in the gaze
that animates them, but they also rely on a ”transmission by a given medium in which they
appear or are performed.”226 Similarly, Blake’s painting interacts with the gaze of its
viewers – those in the fictional world of the film and those sitting in front of the cinema
screen. This is the point where Culler’s frame as semiotic-cognitive construct is infused
with the phenomenology of the screen. The frame does not only mark an ever-expanding
intertextual universe. Sometimes the frame assumes material, physical shape, especially in
discourses about cinema: consecutive still images on the celluloid roll are also called
frames, and the dimensions of the TV or cinema screen are also constituted by the
physicality of the frame. In other words, I want to exploit the semantic potentials of the
word “frame” and use them to signify an interrelation between the frame as an ideological
construct and as an architectural construct. The screen serves the demarcation of two
distinct but interconnected forms of viewing: the phenomenological implication of the
double gaze is that it shows how the filmic representation of Blake’s painting in this
context bears the characteristics of a metapicture, that is, a picture within a picture, an
image within an image. By virtue of its physical dimensions, the screen does not simply
function as a con-text to the painting, but rather as a frame similar to the Derridean
parergon. The parergon does not only delineate the boundaries of the work, separating the
image from the non-image, the “integral inside, the body proper of the ergon from the
226
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outside.”227 Paradoxically it also demarcates the outside ”in order to constitute what it
contains.”228 The parergon is self-contained.
As Anne Friedberg observes, in the discussion of the parergon Derrida “zooms out –
from the frame to the wall to the architectural space that vaults itself around the wall.” She
argues that the Derridean parergon first and foremost “conducts a metaphoric transfer from
of a painting (literal) to the framed structure of a philosophical argument (figurative).”229 I
would like to draw on this interpretation of the parergon and claim that the phenomenology
of the metapicture, at the same time, correlates to the epistemology of cultural
representations; the metapicture emerges as a metaphor for the interrelationship of high and
popular art. The parergon encompasses two opposing movements: outward, from the
painting to the architectural space (and on to the historical, political economic context), and
inward, as the frames recede in myse en abyme.230 The parergon as a semiotic as well as an
architectural construct signifies a process of becoming.
In a similar fashion, the metapicture also zooms out – it marks a similar movement to
that of the parergon: outward, from the hyper-canonical art-object to the broad cultural
space of the popular. In this respect, if the Blake-painting can be localized anywhere, it is
within the mise-en-abyme of cultural representations.
In an eminent reading the painting defies the well-known Biblical narrative: I want to
revisit the gaze of the female figure lying in subordination at the feet of the gigantic dragon,
her gaze fixed at what the viewer understands to be the countenance of the monster. This
gaze does not only allow for a reading where it is the symptom of paralysis. It can also be
read as the manifestation of the ‘others’ of fear: awe and fascination. As a consequence, the
monstrosity of the dragon appears to be aesthetically appealing; in a given context,
monstrosity is beautiful, beauty and fear are coextensive. This coextension becomes the
basis upon which the film builds its unique psychology of violence.
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5.7 Conclusion
In Red Dragon, art is not normative. Yet, it does not mean it does not have to do with social
and ethical norms. One key feature of crime fiction is that it almost never challenges the
social, ethical and judicial status quo; deviant behavior is depicted as deviant, and in the
end social justice has to be reestablished one way or another. The aestheticization of
violence is not meant to decriminalize crime. But it treats violence as a “stylistically
excessive”231 way of self-expression. As Joel Black explains, “[if] any human act evokes
the aesthetic experience of the sublime, certainly it is the act of murder” and "if murder can
be experienced aesthetically, the murderer can in turn be regarded as a kind of artist — a
performance artist or anti-artist whose specialty is not creation but destruction.”232 The film
(just like many of Blake’s works) undoes the idea of art as a beauty-parallel of civilization.
What it promotes is not simply an aesthetic but also an aisthetic, the attribution of “art” to
any object.
As a consequence, when Red Dragon juxtaposes art and murder, it really turns
murder into an object of fascination; it promotes a minimalist philosophy of art where the
conceptualization of aesthetics is interwoven with the problematization of the sublime, the
beautiful and the repulsive, where these categories are no longer intelligible in terms of
binary oppositions but rather as rhizomatic – the very way Blake himself would have it.
Red Dragon marks the space where the practices and the conceptualization of art are
pathologized in order to incorporate the conceptualization, interpretation, representation
and finally, aestheticization of violence.
The main question, therefore, for Blake and for the creators of Red Dragon alike, is
whether or not it is possible to express, represent, embody diabolic monstrosity in an
aesthetically appealing form that is capable of evoking fear and fascination at the same
time. What is at stake in the intracultural mixing of high and popular registers is not simply
231
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the juxtaposition of high and low, ethics and nature, ars and techné, or, borrowing René
Girard’s words, violence and the sacred. What is at stake in Red Dragon is the violation of
the sacred – again, with a double genitive: on the one hand, the sacred is always the target
of violence, as in the Biblical apocalyptic narrative. Blake’s painting also amplifies the
sexual connotations of violation: the dragon’s tail wrapping around the woman’s body is a
refined pictorial allegory for rape. Consumption therefore does not only entail the
swallowing or killing of the body; it also signifies the sexual consumption of the woman’s
body. The fact that the painting renders an act of violence in an artistic, aesthetically
appealing form highlights the other side of the double genitive: the sacred is not simply
violated; it is the sacred that violates. Borrowing Wendy Lesser’s wording, “watching
murder, we are pained in a particular way by seeing violence done to our eyes.”233
The nesting of the painting can be read as a metaphor for the nesting cultural registers
of the film. In this respect, the film does abuse the image, but it can only do so because the
image itself is abusive: it is about abuse, it represents, frames, embodies abuse, it evokes
abuse. Abuse, in fact, is the context par excellence of the film, which, in return, does
nothing more then positing the fiction of an art that is by definition abusive. Therefore, the
double genitive indicates that violence cannot be located “outside” culture; it is not the
opposite of culture - it defines culture from within; it is disclosed as a force inherent in the
constitution of culture.
As I have explained earlier, by now it has become a truism to say that, from a
phenomenological point of view, our experience and understanding of violence is predetermined by socio-cultural, ethical, judicial, academic and artistic preconceptions and
assumptions. The phenomenology of violence also means we have to consider violence as a
cultural commodity. It so appears that violence, in its eminent form, has always been there
and we have always been, in some peculiar ways, fascinated with it. The feat of detective
fiction is that it somehow manages to find a way to counterbalance and control violence by
adhering to the social and ethical status quo. It investigates our perceptive and subjective
processes in their relations to the different forms of violence (crime, death, illness or any
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corporeal trauma) and the reasons why we feel compelled to give violence an aesthetic
shape by representing/fictionalizing it.
The aesthetics of fictionalized crime is not meant to eliminate or reduce the legal
and ethical consequences of violence. Fiction, in this respect, by way of retaining the
possibility of catharsis, has an auto-therapeutic function: it aims at an auto-therapeutic
reworking of the human psyche and eventually deconstructs violence by immunizing the
audience through the simultaneity of active participation and controlled distance.234
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Summary
This dissertation inscribes itself into the multi-faceted research that is being conducted
within the interdisciplinary field of popular visual culture. After revisiting the underlying
concepts of the body and corporeality in, among others, Nicholas Mirzoeff, Judith Butler,
Barbara Maria Stafford, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, and the most emblematic
discussions of visual culture and the field of vision in W.J.T. Mithcell, David Freedberg,
James Elkins and Mieke Bal, I build my primary thesis upon the claim that the proliferation
of imaging technologies with which post-modern society surrounds, frames and eventually
deconstructs the classical (cinematic) image of the human body radically redefines our
understanding of corporeality and therefore qualifies for considerable critical attention.
I examine one particular aspect of corporeality as enveloped by and disseminated
throughout the popular forensic crime genre, in CSI: Crime Scene Investigation and in Brett
Ratner’s Red Dragon. I argue that in forensic crime fiction and, especially, film, the idea of
the “body-as-signifier” becomes paramount, and is exploited both from a semiotic (thebody-as-text) and a psychoanalytical (the-body-as-image) point of view. What is common
in these contexts is that they all attempt to reconstitute a fiction of some kind of corporeal
presence in response to the fragmentation of the physical body. The body reveals its own
textuality either by playing upon the materiality of the written sign manifest in the process
of the visual perception (the reading and/or seeing) of the same body. On the other hand,
the body is “only” present as an image which, by appealing to a more subtle interpretation
of the body, operates as a conceptual frame of reference. Consequently, forensic crime
film appears to be the epitome of the preoccupation and fascination with which postmodern (urban) culture surrounds the image of the (dead or fragmented) body. In forensic
crime drama the image of the body emerges as the par excellence manifestation, the
“embodiment” of the Derridean trace that marks a lost narrative.
I argue that the phenomenology of violence also comprises the consideration of
violence as cultural commodity: the prominent position crime stories occupy in popular
culture, in popular film and television in particular, could hardly be debated. There is an
endless list of works in literature as well as in the visual arts which are in some ways
connected to the themes of crime and violence. In fact, it so appears that violence as such,
in its eminent form, has always been there and we have always been, in some peculiar
ways, fascinated with it. Research into these questions contributes to a better understanding
of our perceptive and cognitive processes in relation to the different forms of violence, and
of the reasons why we feel compelled to give them aesthetic shape by
representing/fictionalizing them.
To that end I try and trace the psychoanalytical and the phenomenological
resonances of this fascination by taking a closer look at two factors, the trade-mark
prominence of the visual and the underlying emphasis on corporeality, which I consider as
paramount to the conceptions of violence.
My first conclusion is that the practices and technicalities surrounding the
production of the cinematic image in general apparently work toward an aestheticization of
violence. This aesthetics of death relies primarily on the visual experience of the body and
discloses the visual plasticity of violence as urban spectacle.
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My second conclusion is that the aesthetics of fictionalized crime is not meant to
decriminalize violence. Fiction, in this respect, has an auto-therapeutic function: it aims at
an auto-therapeutic reworking of the human psyche and eventually deconstructs violence
by immunizing the audience through the simultaneity of active participation and controlled
distance.
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Összefoglalás
PhD disszertációm (A test bekeretezése és a tekintet színrevitele: a test reprezentációja a
törvényszéki krimiben és filmben), a populáris vizuális kultúrára irányuló többrétő és
interdiszciplináris kutatásnak a kontextusába illeszkedik. A Nicholas Mirzoeff, Judith
Butler, Barbara Maria Stafford, Jacques Derrida és Gilles Deleuze mőveiben
körvonalazódó, meghatározó test- és korporealitás-koncepciók, valamint a W.J.T. Mithcell,
David Freedberg, James Elkins és Mieke Bal szövegeiben kiépített vizualitás-értelmezések
tükrében fı tézisemet arra a belátásra építem, hogy a képkészítés technológiáinak fejlıdése
és széles körő elterjedése, amelyekkel a poszt-modern társadalom körülveszi, bekeretezi és
végsı soron dekonstruálja az emberi test klasszikus cinematikus képét, radikálisan felülírja
a korporealitásról való felfogásunkat, és épp ezért méltán tarthat számot a kritika intenzív
érdeklıdésére.
A korporealitás bizonyos aspektusainak vizsgálatához a törvényszéki krimi
(forensic crime fiction) mőfaja, különösen pedig a CSI: Crime Scene Investigation címő
sorozat, illetve Brett Ratner Vörös Sárkány címő regényadaptációja emblematikus
példaként szolgál. Érvelésem szerint a törvényszéki krimi, különösen annak film változata
a“test-mint-jel” központi konceptusa köré szervezıdik, annak mind szemiotikai (“test-mintszöveg”), mind pedig pszichoanalitikus (test-mint-kép) vonatkozásait kiaknázva. Ezen
kontextusok közös jellemzıje, hogy egyaránt megkísérlik helyreállítani valamiféle
korporeális jelenlét fikcióját a fizikális test fragmentációjával szemben. A test textualitása,
vagyis a test materialitásának írott jelként való felfogása a test vizuális percpeciójában
(olvasás/nézés – “reading and/or seeing”) tárul fel, másfelıl azonban a test pusztán képként
van jelen, és e kép szolgáltatja a test értelmezésének referenciális keretét.
Következésképpen a törvényszéki krimi annak a figyelemnek és csodálatnak az
emblematikus példája, amellyel a poszt-modern (városi) kultúra körülveszi az (élettelen
vagy fragmentált) test képét. E mőfajban a test képe a derridai nyom tulajdonképpeni
“megtestesüléseként” értelmezhetı, amely önnön elveszett narratíváját jelöli.
Érvelésem szerint az erıszak fenomenológiája magába foglalja az erıszak
kulturálisan fogyasztható termékként való interpretációját is: a krimi-történetek populáris
kultúrában, fıleg a populáris filmben elfoglalt prominens pozíciójához nem fér kétség.
Végtelen azon irodalmi és vizuális mővészeti alkotások száma, melyek valamilyen módon
kapcsolatot tartanak az erıszak témájával. Mi több, úgy tőnik, hogy az erıszak mint olyan,
eminens formájában mindig is jelen volt a kultúrában, és valamilyen sajátságos módon
mindig lenyőgözte az embert. E kérdések vizsgálata hozzásegíthet az erıszak különbözı
formáihoz kognitív és perceptív viszonyulásaink megértéséhez, valamint annak
belátásához,
hogy
miért
érezzünk
szükségesnek
mindezek
reprezentációját/fikcionalizálását.
A fent körvonalazott megszállottság és csodálat pszichoanalitikai és fenomenológiai
összefüggéseinek nyomon követésében a vizualitás meghatározó volta, illetıleg a
korporealitás hangsúlyos jelenléte nélkülözhetetlen összetevıi az erıszak koncepciójának.
Az egyik konklúzióm tehát az, hogy a cinematikus kép elıállítását körülvevı
technikalitás szemmel láthatóan az erıszak eszteticizálását célozza. E halál-esztétika
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elsısorban a test vizuális élményére támaszkodik és az erıszak képi plaszticitását (városi)
látványosságként, a szórakozás egy formájaként leplezi el.
A második konklúzió lényege, kiderül, az erıszak esztétikája (“aesthetics of
fictionalized crime”) végsı soron nem az erıszak dekriminalizációját (“decriminalization
of crime”) célozza. E tekintetben a fikció önterápiás funkciót tölt be: végsı soron
dekonstruálja az erıszakot azáltal, hogy lehetıvé teszi az emberi psziché számára az aktív
részvétel és a kontrollált eltávolodás egyidejő élményét.
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