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Film theorists have toyed with the idea of voyeurism in film for a long time.  Film makers have also toyed with this voyeuristic notion in film, such as Hitchcock’s Rear Window or the more recent film dealing with voyeurism, Disturbia.  This idea of voyeurism is used in many ways in film theory.  It is not only limited to characters voyeuristically watching other characters in the film.  The idea of voyeurism also includes the audience in many film theories.  “We pay to go to the movies, but once we are sat before the screen we are positioned as voyeurs, as spectating subject watching the goings-on for the people on-screen who are ‘unaware’ that we are watching them. (Hayward, 481)” Therefore, the audience also participates in the act of voyeurism that need not be going on with the characters.  This idea of voyeurism in the arts is not something that is new.  In photography as well as other fine arts, sculpture, painting, drawing, etc., the audience takes the role of gazing at the object that was created.  It is possible that this viewing also can be construed as a voyeuristic gaze (Bernheimer, 159).  While this gaze shows up in other forms of art, it is seemingly different on some level due to the fact that in film the person being viewed maintains more characteristics that a viewer would correlate with real life, such as the ability to move and to be heard, but like in the other arts, the object is not capable of interacting with that which is viewing it.

From this idea of voyeurism several theories about film come out.  One of these theories is that of the gaze.  The notion of the gaze is that the viewer will objectify the person, typically, in a fetish like way.  Since the viewer, either in the film or the audience, cannot be influenced, typically by the person that they are viewing, the viewer and objectify the person which they are looking at.  The person therefore is not so much of subject of the gaze but an object of a gaze.  This often in film is brought in as the male gazing upon the female.  “… he fixes the woman with his gaze, voyeuristically investigates her body, … - she is the object of his investigation and in that way he safely contains her. (Hayward, 481)”  This gaze can work both ways, but typically in Hollywood films the gaze has been from the males’ perspective being placed onto the female.  This gaze is often referred to as the male gaze.  This gaze shows up in films both to characters in the film as well as to the audience.  In the Hitchcock movie, Psycho, Norman Bates watches Marion Crane in the shower.  He safely contains her in that she cannot do anything to him, because she has no knowledge that he is watching, while objectifying her, in particular her body.  The audience also partakes in this, in the film Kiss Kiss, Bang Bang Harmony Faith Lane is objectified both in the film when she is serving at a party but also to the viewer due to the amount of her body that she is showing during the scene.

The most commonly talked about area of the gaze is that of the male gaze being that art has typically been dominated by the male artist.  This is true in film as well as the more classical art forms.  In the mid 1970’s several feminists developed a critique on film dealing with this idea of predominantly male artist and male audiences.  One of these leading feminists on this issue was Laura Mulvey and she wrote about this issue.  “In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female.  The determining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which is satisfied accordingly. (Mulvey, 841)”  The male is expected to take on, in classical Hollywood cinema, an active role and the only way that the female is going to be fulfilled is due to the fact that the male is willing to take the active steps to fulfill the female.  Another reason that the male is given the active role is that it removes any threat from the female.  “… it [the gaze] is designed to annihilate the threat that woman pose. (Kaplan, 121)”  The threat is destroyed with the woman taking the masochistic role and the male taking the sadistic approach.  The gaze assumes that the female is only capable of finding pleasure from the actions of the male, and that the male finds pleasure from it as well.  If it were the other way around, though, the female would present a threat to the male.  This dominance pattern has been connected, by some, to the constructs of western capitalism (Kaplan, 128).  The idea behind this is that the male has a larger range of opportunities available to them and therefore have more power.  The female, with fewer options and a lower ceiling is in a less dominant and weaker position. One interesting idea that is brought up through Freud in many of the articles about the male is the oedipal complex (Wikipedia).  That is where the male is attracted to his mother, but the father, the authority figure, forbids it.  It is the male, the father, who then instills this idea that the male has this active control over the woman, not by forbidding her but by forbidding the son.  

One film that deals in great depth with this idea of voyeurism and the male gaze is a 2000 Sophia Coppola film based off of a novel by Jeffrey Eugenides, The Virgin Suicides.  In this film there are four daughters, Lux, played by Kirsten Dunst, Cecilia, played by Hanna Hall, Bonnie, played by Chelse Swain, Mary, played by A.J. Cook and Therese Lisbon, played by Leslie Hayman, who are dealing with their buddy sexuality and beauty.  This sexuality and beauty are in direct conflict with their conservative parents rules.  What makes this film an interesting case for the idea of voyeurism and the male gaze is that the story is narrated by a generally unknown narrator, but it is hinted that the narrator is one of the neighborhood boys who has a crush on the girls.  The narrator is looking back at the situation that happened and his and the rest of the neighborhood boys’ part in the story.

These neighborhood boys, here after referred to as the boys, are infatuated with the girls, but the girls are extremely sheltered.  The story starts with the youngest daughter, Cecilia attempting suicide and failing.  A psychiatrist feels like the reason that Cecilia did this was because as she was going through the changes of puberty she was being too sheltered.  The Lisbon’s are willing to consider this an option and in an attempt to consider this as a viable option and throw a party for her, during this party she leaves the basement where it is taking place and kills herself.  Upon this happening the sisters are put into a more secure seclusion then before as Mrs. Lisbon does not consider their social life to be the likely reason for Cecilia’s problems.


The Lisbon girls continue to live in seclusion until Trip Fontaine, played by Josh Hartnett, develops a crush on Lux.  Trip Fontaine works very hard in convincing Mr. Lisbon to allow him to take Lux to the prom.  He eventually does this after he is able to get some of the boys to take the other sisters to the prom as well.  Trip and Lux stay out past the curfew that Mr. and Mrs. Lisbon have set for their daughters.  Mrs. Lisbon then puts the girls into lock down taking them out of school and secluding them to their house.  The boys then try to make contact with the girls and watch the girls, including Lux making love to her many suitors on the roof of the Lisbon’s house.  The girls become more mysterious and secluded from society and the boys start to collect various things, the same magazines as the girls order, bits of garbage thrown out from the house dealing with the girls, Cecilia’s diary, that deal with the girls in an attempt to try and figure them out and to feel like they are closer to the girls.  The girls eventually call the boys, but in order to avoid getting caught they communicate only through various records or by Morse code late at night.  The film eventually ends in tragedy as the girls invite the boys over to escape with them.  However, the means as to which the girls escape is different then the boys are expecting.  This is where the film comes from as a reflexive look by the boys back at the Lisbon girls trying to figure out what happened.  While the film hints at various causes, the dominating mother figure and the strict Roman Catholic background, Sophia Coppola does leave it open for interpretation as to what the main driving factor for the girls’ demise is.  

“She [Sophia Coppola] has the courage to play it [The Virgin Suicides] in a minor key.  She doesn’t hammer home any ideas and interpretations.  She is content with the air of mystery and the loss that hangs in the air like bitter poignancy.”
· Roger Ebert

This allows the film to happen and allows the boys to take the voyeuristic gaze back into the past at the girls in an attempt to figure them out.

The main way that the idea of voyeurism is used in the film is by the boys as they reflect on what happened to the girls.  Some of the film takes place between two windows, the one of the boys and that of the Lisbon girls and the communication and watching that goes on in between the two places.  This separates the boys from the objects which they desire and are intrigued by, due to the beauty of the girls and the fact the boys are hitting puberty, to the point where, while the girls do know at times that the boys are watching them, there is nothing much that the girls can do about the fact.  There is an almost fetish like feel to the boys reflection as their concern in figuring out the loss is not focused on the problem of why the girls died for the sake of the loss of human life, but how something so beautiful could go that way.  The boys then build up the girls’ beauty into something that is satisfy in and of itself, since while it does being confusion to the boys there is some element that is attempted to satisfy the boys in their reflection (Kaplan, 122).  It seems that the boys cannot let go of the beauty and while they cannot fully understand why it is gone that they derive some pleasure in looking back at it.

Not only do the boys fetishize the girls, but also the girls are fetishized for the audience by the camera.  This is done both consciously by the camera, but also in many typical Hollywood films have done unconsciously (Kaplan, 122).  There is one situation in the film where the camera obviously does this, the term camera is used loosely here as it would actually be done in editing, where they show Lux’s panties.  That shot is an obvious shot to show off, not only that she has Trip’s first name on her panties, but it also is used to stress their beauty and sexuality.  Another shot that does this is again with Lux when the camera shows her lying out sunbathing.  This is an obvious attempt to objectify her, but it is also interesting in that it is obvious that she is trying to objectify herself to the worker who is out on the road.  
This shot brings up some interesting ideas in that she is exploiting herself, but she is exploiting herself more then she thinks because of the fact that she is being objectified by the audience.  One of the reasons that Lux might let herself be objectified is because that is the only way that the female can achieve sexual pleasure (Kaplan, 126).  It seems to be seduction of the male by passively allowing the female to be objectified that gives the female a chance at sexual pleasure.  The female puts herself in a position where the viewer has a masochistic view, or fantasy.  “… the female body is sexuality, providing the erotic object for the male spectator. (Kaplan, 126)”  In this case, Lux is intentionally presenting her body to be sexuality in order to provide the male with this masochistic fantasy where she passively submits.  Also in this shot she deprives herself of her humanity willing to become solely an object.  Mulvey would address it this way:
“Traditionally, the woman displayed has functioned on two levels: as erotic object for the characters within the screen story, and as erotic object for the spectator within the auditorium, with a shifting tension between the looks on either side of the screen.”  

· Laura Mulvey (841-842)

Lux in this scene functions on both levels.  She is the erotic object to the worker and to the audience in this scene.  Both sides are made to desire her and want her.
Another interesting way that the gaze works in this film is how it also presents the structure of the imperialistic gaze as well as the male gaze (Kaplan, 65).  There is a difference in between the freedom of the boys as compared to the freedom of the Lisbon girls.  The boys are capable of moving around and are allowed to lead normal lives.  The Lisbon girls on the other hand are increasingly repressed and their options throughout the film are reduced to nothing.  Interestingly this reduction is done by a stronger female character, Mrs. Lisbon, while her husband is a very passive character.  This could be argued potentially as another reason for the girls’ demise.  What type of stand are the girls capable of making against the imperialist structure presented in the film (Kaplan, 65)?  This society then is something more that is repressing them through the gaze of the freedom that the males have as compared to the females.  In the film, it seems like the girls only escape from the imperialist structure, or western capitalist structure, is for their eventual demise.  They are otherwise limited to being objects that are subjugated under someone else’s control.  While Lux seems in some ways to be fine with this, in her presenting her body as an object to be desired, it seems like the lack of fulfillment could be a reason for the suicides.  It should also be noted that outside of the domain of her house Mrs. Lisbon isn’t involved with that much.  It is Mr. Lisbon who is out in society, teaching math at the school which both the boys and girls attend and chaperoning the prom that they attend.  Therefore while Mrs. Lisbon does seem to have control over the girls she is extremely limited to as how large a domain she controls.  It is little more then her house and her family.  
Another use of the Lisbon girls in this film, in line with the gaze, is that they are used to signify male desire.  As the end of the book the narrator says: 

“It didn’t matter n the end how old they had been, or that they were girls, but only that we had loved them, and that they hadn’t heard us calling, still do not hear us, up here in the tree house, with our thinning hair and soft bellies, calling them out of those rooms where they went to be alone for all time, alone in suicide, which is deeper than death, and where we will never find the pieces to put them back together.”

· Jeffrey Eugenides (249)

The boys desired the girls as something that they loved.  This has to do with their reflecting idealized view of the girls in remembering their sexuality and beauty.  Mulvey also addresses this in her essay on the male gaze.  “Women displayed as sexual object is the leit-motiff of erotic spectacle … she holds the look, plays to and signifies male desire. (Mulvey, 841)”  The boys are something that the boys desired.  It seems like the boys potentially “loved” the girls is a sense more then purely sexually, but this may be created by the notion that the boys are just post, or during, puberty, and this is the first set of girls in which they have held interest.  While this does not have to be the case that it was their first set of girls in which they were interested in, it seems from the book that there was some stronger attachment then other potential interests, as none or little other interest was mentioned, other then on the part of Trip Fontaine who was older then any of the boys.  While this might simply be a construct of the narrative, it is worth noting because that would then separate this set of girls, potentially from other sets.  This “love” of the girls also probably arose from the fact that the girls are referred to as beautiful, and with an above average beauty it would make sense for infatuation to occur amongst the boys.


One other noticeable critique that The Virgin Suicides has about this idea of the male gaze is the effect of the gaze on the women in the film.  It seems like, for the most part, the girls are trapped in between accepting that which the gaze is and isolation from the gaze.  Mrs. Lisbon is clearly working the in film to protect the girls from the current system, the patriarchal system, in the society of the film, and often in society itself, that the female is to take a passive role and to be viewed as an object of desire.  She does this not by attempting to instill any sort of different mind set in her daughters, but instead she tries and separate them from society in order to keep them from the gaze.  Coppola demonstrates this very well in the film by her creation of the society which the Lisbon girls are in.  “Coppola’s suburbia is partly a half-remembered dream state and partly an optimistic interior decorator’s sketch, a conglomeration of how people lived and how they desperately wanted to live. (Zacharek)”  The world that Mrs. Lisbon creates for the girls falls under this category.  It is created how she wanted them to live, free from any distraction that she thought was bad, for example she had Lux burn and throw out all of her rock albums because she thought that they led to her breaking curfew with Trip, but was never able to create an environment that attained her idea of what it should be.  The world that she does create though saps the life out of the girls.  While the death of Cecilia does have some to do with how lethargic the girls become, it is also shown that it is the environment in which the girls are placed.  
“Coppola captures it with just a few shots: A priest (Scott Glenn, in a moody cameo) comes to bring solace to the family and opens the door to one of the girls' rooms, where he finds them, silent and listless, arranged in a haphazard starfish shape on the floor, a tableau of youthful beauty rendered lethargic and numbed by sorrow.”

- Zacharek

This world is then countered by the girls’ rebellion against the system.  Lux’s promiscuity is one of the clearer examples of this rebellion.  Her multiple nights up on the roof outside the bedroom making love with various men is a direct rebellion against this removal from the male gaze.  Lux is the one who most directly tries and put herself back into the view of males, such as the aforementioned scene where she is sunbathing on the lawn for the worker to see.  “She's [Lux] a girl who's so open to the pleasure of sex she wants everything it has to offer: the giggling, the teasing, the whole damn pas de deux. (Zacharek)”  There were other lesser rebellions by all the girls, and going to prom itself can be seen as a rebellion.  Also, things like drinking at prom, or corresponding via Morse code or records over the telephone are also acts against the system that their mother had set up.  
“The picture's single loveliest sequence involves not just music but the magic of record albums. The girls, sequestered by their parents in their suburban prison, receive a signal from the boys who love them: Their phone rings, and when they answer, Todd Rundgren's "Hello It's Me" drifts through the receiver. The girls cluster around their hi-fi to send a song back, and the plaintive volley continues: Gilbert O'Sullivan's mopey "Alone Again (Naturally)" is countered by the Bee Gees' "Run to Me," which is followed by Carole King's "So Far Away," the songs' plaintive messages traversing the phone lines like lantern signals exchanged between lonely sailors.”

- Zacharek

The girls are trying to interact with the boys in the film as well as they can from behind the protective wall that their mother has set up around them.  While none of these place the girls directly into the male gaze, they are fighting against the system that their mother has set up to keep them from being placed in a position of being in the male gaze.

Even at the end the girls invite the boys over, this seems to be a way of breaking away from their mothers attempts to prevent them from being the view of the gaze.  This almost seems like the girls are trying to get rid of this idea that they are simply objects to be viewed, but they don’t seem to believe that there is any possible way other then to remove themselves completely from the society in which they are gazed upon.  It doesn’t make complete sense for them to call the boys over to view this, but one explanation could be because they realize how society is created, they are in on sense admitting defeat by it and partaking in it.  However, they refuse to let this objectifying gaze affect them because they are dead.  Roger Ebert seems to think that this is also an option.
“And when the Lisbon girls kill themselves, do not blame their deaths on their weird parents. Mourn for the passing of everyone you knew and everyone you were in the last summer before sex. Mourn for the idealism of inexperience.”

· Roger Ebert

The girls die because of this idealism that they believe that there needs to be more then the society where they are objectified.  They do not yet realize that there are other ways around the constructs of society besides suicide or their mother’s way of separating them from society.  Their death was their simple attempt at escaping from what society dictates that they do and the inviting of the boys was their last attempt to connect to society.

This theory of the male gaze provides an interesting framework for interpreting the film.  It seems to take a different view then a typical interpretation of the film would be.  Cardullo, in his book In Search of Cinema: Writings on International Film Art, describes The Virgin Suicides this way, which most reviewers hold.
“I say ‘generalized’ angst because Coppola’s movie paradoxically wants to portray these girls’ deaths as (1) mysterious and (2) symptomatic of something seriously amiss in society at large.  Yet there is no real mystery, since the mother of this brood is harshly authoritarian, going so far as to take her daughters out of school and imprison them in their rooms just because one of them stays out all night … with a boyfriend after a high school dance, while the father, a math instructor, is astigmatic, ineffectual, and nondescript.”

· Bert Cardullo (202)
However, this view of the film fails to take into consideration several important factors, the beauty and the sexuality of the girls, the reason for Cecilia’s death (since that was prior to the girls being imprisoned by their mother, and the perspective of the boys.  These three factors seem to be important in consideration of the film.  
While the mother does directly affect these things, such as suppressing the beauty and sexuality of the girls, such as at the prom where she “added an inch to the bust lines and two inches to the waists and hems and the dresses came out as four identical shapeless sacks (Eugenides, 118)” but she was not the only factor with the girls repression and understanding the girls in the film.  It also needs to be noted that the girls are suppressed by the society.  This is not limited to the boys, but because of their beauty they were the ideal in the school and because of their upbringing they were not prepared to deal with the changes that some with puberty.  The boys take part in this society that is created by the film, but they are yet innocent, with the exception of Trip Fontaine, as they are around the age of puberty and still learning about the life.  Trip Fontaine is supposed to be typical of the society in the film with his previous experience and the family that he is raised in.  Also, when he courts Lux it goes well until the prom where, after spending the night with her, he leaves her alone in the football field, not because of anything that she did, but it doesn’t seem right to him on some level.  “‘I walked home that night.  I didn’t care how she got home.  I just took off.’ Then: ‘It’s weird.  I mean, I liked her.  I really liked her.  I just got sick of her right then.’ (Eugenides, 138)”  The neither the book nor the film ever explain more of what Trip felt wasn’t right.  The other boys are much more innocent then Trip is.  Even their peeping on the girls, such as when Lux is on the roof, is done out of more of a love and adoration for the girls then out of some more perverse sexual reason.  However, there are sexual undertones to what the boys’ desires.  Early in the film one of the boys is in the house helping Mr. Lisbon with something and he has to use the bathroom.  He goes to the girls’ bathroom and digs through it finding the tampons, which in this case are related strongly to the girls’ sexuality in a positive light for the boys.  But this interest in the girls’ sexuality is in a much more innocent, discovering light as compared to Trip Fontaine’s view of Lux’s beauty and sexuality.  
The suicide of Cecilia provides the biggest problem with the typical interpretation of the film.  While the oppressive mother could be used as a reason for the death of Cecilia, it isn’t until later that the girls are removed from school.  It seems like a reading where the girls are struggling with the sexuality allows for a better explanation of why Cecilia commits suicide.  While there is the removal from the sexuality attempted to be created by the mother, Cecilia’s character really shows that it isn’t working.  Cecilia, while alive, is almost always wearing an old, beat up wedding dress.  This is reminiscent of both love and sexuality, also the virginity of the girls.  It seems to draw attention to this signifying that the sexuality and virginity are key to the film, which the title hints at, and in the typical reading of the film the virginity and sexuality are glossed over as something that the mother represses.  However, the repression makes little to no sense without knowledge of the gaze in the film.  It is simply just a strict household without the girls desiring to better understand their sexuality.
This film appears to be more about the society in which the boys reside as it looks in on part of the society that part dominated by the male gaze that the girls are residing in as well, but not taking part it.  The story delves in two directions.  The girls are residing in the society of the gaze, but they are trying to escape the gaze without knowing how, and without anyone giving them guidance as to how to escape that society.  The boys are unwittingly, innocently continuing the trend of the society of the gaze.  These two worlds collide with the boys watching the girls and the girls making contact with the boys.  The structures of the society are innocently continued by both parties, even with the girls’ attempts to not take part in it, besides Lux, who actively takes part in it for her own fulfillment.  The film ends the only way that the girls know how, with their escaping from the society by committing suicide.  The boys then look back it trying to figure it out, while they are still part of the society that unwittingly did the girls in.  From that view, the boys are never able to come to a clear understanding of what caused the girls to die.
