





Raleigh Gardiner, 4 Mindscape: Teasing the Thresholds of Desire, 2013. Ink and acrylic on paper, 46”x 20 4.

A Mindscape: Teasing the Thresholds of Desire, presents a panoramic composition that reveals an atmospheric
articulation of fantasy. We observe a theatrical mise-en-scene in the room before us: female figures recline on Victorian
furniture, which are positioned in eerie, empty-seeming configurations within the enormous space of a windowless
palace. This room, with its distorted perspective and convoluted architecture, seems to introduce a disjunction into the
logical perception of physical space. Animals also inhabit this room, drawn into visual conversation with their
surroundings through the placement of several large oval shapes, which lay integrated into the heavily-grained wood
floor; these ovals are at once rugs and volume-less pools of metaphysical matter. Unusual white specters pop out from
the walls, and their exposed areas of whiteness vibrate within the intricate patterning of the textural environment. We
become aware that we are viewing a conflation of multiple dimensions, layered upon one another to form the illusory
fabric of fantasy, and that this scene depicts a kind of harem of Otherness. The female figures — embodiments of the Other
— emit an unusual frequency of desire; this strange desire, concealed by a mask or by incomplete articulation, seems to
unify the figures within the dreamlike energy of the surrounding environment. The viewer then finds themselves in
relation to the deer, elk and rabbit within this room; these animals represent the phantasmic version of the viewer, having
entered the realm of the Other's desire. In other words, through the absorption fantasy, we are transformed into a
phantasmic version of ourselves, one which is able to enter the realm of the Other and interpret the enigmatic quality of
the Other's desire.

Given the powerful influence of fantasy, its intentional exploration may have the ability
to alter one's experience of reality; through the active navigation of the Imaginary Order, as
entered through the threshold of fantasy, one may find ways to redefine notions of Self in
integration with primordial identifications of the Other. The activity of creative expression
allows for such a redefinition. By creating an inherently artistic language, drawn from the

expression of Imaginary experience, one can present the Symbolic with new, authentic terms for
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signification, terms which are essentially unbounded by previous determinations and exclusions
of difference.

Certainly not all forms of artistic activity expose the potential for a transformative
renegotiation of language; rather, the majority of artistic production throughout history relies on
the seamless fusion between fantasy and desire, mimicking the conditions of our familiar
experience of reality, keeping notions of Self and Other separate and distinct. In these cases, the
operations of fantasy and desire are kept so entwined that their individual effects are
imperceivable. This fusion maintains the fundamental separation between one's internal and
external world, the realms of the Imaginary and Symbolic Orders. However, when a work of art
disturbs this seamless union between desire and fantasy, we are at once able to engage with the

Imaginary and find ourselves arriving at the conflation between the Self and the Other.
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VIII. _The Function of Fantasy in Cinema

In most narrative cinema, we observe a seamless overlapping of desire and fantasy,
which functions with such fluid synchronicity that we experience a replication of our familiar
reality (we watch a film and think, “That's me! I've had that experience”). Through the narrative
of such films, we become aware of the character's desires and blindly accept the processes of
fantasy that work to make those desires achievable, or at least understandable. For example, in
his film noir classic, Double Indemnity, director Billy Wilder presents a story whose structure is
reliant on the imperceptible fusion of desire and fantasy.* In the film, we are introduced to

Walter Neff, the relatable main character and personified “Self” figure for the viewer. We are

also introduced to Phyllis Dietrichson, the supporting
female character, who represents the “Other,” the object
of Neff's desires, and who seems to contain her own

mysterious desire that we are, at first, unable to

understand. Through the progression on the film, we

Phyllis Dietrichson (Barbara Stanwyk)

come to interpret Dietrichson's behavior through the appearing at the top of the stairs in a scene that
establishes her as the film's “femme fatale,” a
phantasmic frame that allows the viewer to
make sense of the enigma of her desire. From
Double Indemnity (1944).

fantasy lens of the “femme fatale” role. Via the use of

this phantasmic frame, the viewer is able to “make

sense of her and her desire...all the ambiguities in her desire that follow in the film...emerge

against the background of this initial phantasmic frame.”% (see endnote 48 for photographic credit*®)
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This seamless interweaving of fantasy allows us to decode the enigmas of the Other, such that
we may arrive at a resolution that seems to satisfy the desire of our reality. This resolution pushes the
viewer to draw meaning from the Symbolic signification of Dietrichson's role; as a “femme fatale” she
is therefore the Other, the object of desire, and the evil antagonist of the film.

On the other hand, when a work of art disrupts the complementary functions of desire and
fantasy within the narrative, one is left with a vision of the Other that is far more difficult to
understand and reconcile. It is within this disturbance that one can re-enter the realm of the
Imaginary Order and arrive at a reflection of the Other.

We are confronted with the enigma of the Other and forced to accept an Imaginary expression
of experience within Peter Weir's haunting classic, Picnic at Hanging Rock.” The film follows a class
of Victorian-era adolescent school girls in their visit to the Australian wilderness. It is Valentines day,
and the girls, bound in lacy corsets and colonial-style white dresses, venture out to the base of Hanging
Rock, a mysterious, ancient volcanic formation. The girls themselves simultaneously embody the roles

of Self and Other for the viewer, though we are able to understand their characters as representations of

youth and innocence; they are beautiful, precious objects,
and although they behave with an alien, dreamlike
manner, we can interpret their desires as essentially

repressed by the constructs of Victorian society and

culture. At this point in the film, desire and fantasy are

Adolescent school-girls celebrate Saint
Valentine at the base of the ancient formation of

“Hanging Rock,” deep within the Australian still merged into a harmonious fabric that mimics a vision
countryside. Repressed by the cultural
constructs of Victorian society, these girls, of reality. However, these operations quickly separate

driven by a strange, enigmatic desire, arrive at
an encounter with the Other in their dream-like

journey through the landscape when, in the midst of their idyllic afternoon, several girls

decide to break off from the group and

journey towards the top of Hanging Rock. They are led by Miranda, the film's chosen focus, who is
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marked with a deeply transcendent and sublime beauty; she is the film's, as well as the viewer's, object
of desire. As they ascend Hanging Rock, the girls are lulled into a hypnotic, metaphysical daze,
overcome by the magnetic and supernatural properties of the ancient formation. The viewer
understands that the girls are entering a potentially dangerous realm of the unknown, although we are
unable to comprehend just what that means within the frame of the story. (see endnote 51 for photographic credit".)

“The Hanging Rock, a dense bulk sticking out from the surrounding countryside, appears

to project a mysterious gravitational force. A 'grimace of the real' inscribed into

symbolic reality, it designates a forbidden, sacred zone, reminiscent of the holy places of

the Australian aborigines.**”

It is at this point that Weir pulls the phantasmic frame from the cinematic reality, and we enter a
purely Imaginative realm that offers an immersive conflation with Otherness. The viewer becomes
aware of the sun-drenched overexposure of the film and the mesmeric undertones of the musical score
(composed from slowed-down field recordings and pan flute). We watch, from a purely atmospheric
perspective, as the girls become enveloped in the heavy supernatural pulsations of the landscape; time
slows, their watches stop, and both their and our realities warp in response to the ancient origins, the
“enormous time scale” of the mountain itself. After awakening from rest upon the mountain's sun-
baked rocks, three of the four girls walk with slow, inebriated steps into tight crevasse in the summit of
the rock face. Of the girls, Miranda is last to speak, reciting, “Everything begins and ends at exactly the
right time and place.” As they slip out of screen, they seem to completely disappear — to dematerialize
within the heavy, powerful essence of the atmosphere.

But the camera doesn't follow them — a perspectival shift which incites a traumatic horror into
the filmic experience; the girls, in their complete integration with Otherness, disappear from the
viewer; we are suddenly snapped out of the Imaginary and back into “reality” of the narrative. The rest

of the film follows the desperate, frantic, and inevitably fruitless search for the lost schoolgirls.

Several characters attempt to re-enter the realm of the Other by returning to Hanging Rock, attempting
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to penetrate the abyss into which the girls have disappeared, but they are unable to traverse the fantasy
into their Imaginary dimension. In many ways, we see that film establishes a desire in ourselves,
reflecting the primordial passage from the Imaginary to Symbolic Orders of being; we lose our
identification with the girls, our Other, and then experience a “lack” and a desire to reconnect with
them.

In a similar way, David Lynch's Blue Velvet*

employs the separation of desire and fantasy, to
reveal a traversal of the Imaginary realm of experience; like Picnic at Hanging Rock, we observe in
Blue Velvet that the encounter and conflation with the Other, through fantasy, has the potential for
horror and trauma. In one particular scene, arguably the most brutal and disturbing moment in the
film, the phantasmic frame of narrative is not merely withheld, but rather tessellated, resulting in
“strange reverberations” of Imaginary identifications with the Other, and an overwhelming expression
of jouissance. This scene occurs when Dorothy Vallens, having returned home to her ominous
apartment, is raped by Frank Booth, while a young Jeffrey Beaumont secretly watches from within an

onlooking closet. The viewer assumes Jeffrey's perspective, and observes the entirety of this obscene

and particularly bizarre sexual display from this voyeuristic vantage point. Frank orders Dorothy to sit

in various positions, yells, breathes deeply through a
nitrous tank, and thrashes himself about with increasingly

bizarre intensity; his elaborate and grotesque behavior

prohibits a phantasmic frame from clearing the ambiguities | Frank (Dennis Hopper) stands over Dorothy (Isabella
Rosselini), during a brutal and unusual act of sexual

. . . L , . intercourse. In this scene, Frank's bizarre behavior,
of this expression of desire. Similarly, Dorothy's languid combined with Dorothy's passivity and momentary
expressions of pleasure, suspend a phantasmic frame

. . . . o1 int ting th biguities of their desire.
impartialness to Frank's actions disturb our ability to e S

interpret the violence of his actions. We are instead left to

witness a traumatic expression of desire — the desire of the

Other, as represented by both Frank and Dorothy.
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(see endnote 54 and 55 for photographic credit.>*®)

In Pervert's Guide to Cinema, Slavoj ZizZek asserts that the disturbance of this scene is not
merely due to the suspension of fantasy, but rather to the “mutual interlocking™ of each of character's
fantasies.”® Zizek suggests that we analyze this scene from three distinct angles of interpretation.
Firstly, we may view Jeffery's perspective like that of a young child, still unable to understand
sexuality and the range of sexual activity, witnessing parental intercourse. Hidden within the closet,
Jeffrey overhears deep breathing and movements; the scene that unfolds may actually reflect his
imagined interpretation of sexual intercourse, which he is not able to fully comprehend. Secondly,
from Frank's perspective, this scene may reveal an exaggerated display of authority; Frank imagines a
“ridiculously violent spectacle,” choreographed in excessive over-articulation, that acts to assert his
power and to “cover-up” his actual impotence. Lastly, ZiZek contends that we might view this scene as
Dorothy's imagined scenario, and that Frank, in his extreme brutality and almost ridiculous behavior, is
Dorothy's fantasy, which “awakens her out of her lethargy,” and fulfills her own enigmatic desire.
Zi7ek maintains that while Frank's treatment of Dorothy is obviously abusive, but her “passivity” and
momentary expressions of pleasure suggest the potential for an alternative interpretation.

Thus, the suspension of a singular fantasy frame that might translate and decode the
enigmas of desire allows for one's reinsertion into the Imaginary Order and confrontation with

the Other.
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IX. The Broader Capacity for Art

Beyond cinema, many forms of art present the potential for a creative traversal of the
Imaginary realm of experience; by entering the threshold of fantasy and into a domain of
Imaginary identifications with Otherness, the activity of creative expression reveals the potential
for a “semiotic” renegotiation of the Self within the Symbolic Order. The semiotic, like an
'Other of language,' refers to the meanings and connections drawn from the experience of
Imaginary unity; it is “fluid and plural, a kind of pleasurable creative excess over precise
meaning, and it takes sadistic delight in destroying or negating such [Symbolic] signs.”> The
formation of an inherently artistic semiotic language may be able to convey the “fullness” of
meaning without the exclusion of Otherness, “express[ing] the wholeness of certain attitudes
which logic and science, on their own, can never do.”*® By redefining one's Self through more
creative terms, one may manage to disassemble the separations between the Self and the other,
and reconstruct one's relationships to their own desires. This transgressive ability of art is why
many “anti-essentialist” feminists view creative activity as an arena for a significant
restructuring of socially and culturally enforced gender roles. Through artistic expression, a
female is able to “reveal what is an 'otherwise repressed, nocturnal, secret and unconscious

universe,' that is their own denied experience,”*

as well as develop new terms of Self definition,
uninfluenced by sexual gender, which can be accessed by both male and female subjects.

A transformative expression of creative activity occurs in a transitional threshold, an
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intermediary zone, where one's Imaginary identifications of “sameness” can be examined and
expressed. Like the act of childhood play, art made within this zone is suspended in constant
fluctuation between its roles in the Imaginary and Symbolic Orders, and offers “a resting place
for the individual involved in the continuous task of trying to keep inner and outer reality
separate, but interrelated.”®
Concerned with this very potential of artistic creativity, many Surrealist artists sought to
distill the methodologies of art-making into a pure activity of play, oscillating between modes of
conscious and unconscious expression from an intermediary zone of creation. Surrealists
referred to this creative process as “automatism,” following their own instinctual actions towards
the establishment of a visual language.®" In doing so, artists would inhibit their inclinations to
define and direct a creative gesture, instead creating authentic, expansive works from “a level
where 'unconscious forces' are active.” These intuitive and spontaneous artworks were seen to
reveal the route of travel through an Imaginary realm — the trajectory and conversation between
fields of internal and external experience, which come together to represent a visual residue from
the pursuit of desire; a process which functions “as the medium through which desire demands
attention and takes definition.”®> As Man Ray writes,
“The developed mind creating an image that moves us to the deepest level of our
unconscious by its strangeness and its reality, the awakening of a desire is always the first
step toward participation and experience. Every effect prompted by desire must also rest
on an automatic or subconscious energy that helps in its realization. Of this energy we
possess unlimited reserves; all that is needed is the wish to reach down into ourselves,
eliminating all feeling of restraint and propriety...the creator concerning himself with
human values allows the unconscious forces to filter through, colored by his own
personality which is only the universal desire of man and brings to light motives and
instincts long repressed which are, after all, a basis for brotherhood and confidence.”®

Man Ray asserts that, because desire is inherent to the human condition, we all possess an

unconscious “energy” which has the potential to expand the boundaries of creative expression;
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when liberated from the constraints of repression, this fantastic energy functions to merge the

positions of the Self and the Other, and surfaces as an exquisite remnant of desire itself. (see endnote

64 and 65 for photographic credit and quote citation®.)

André Masson was among the ——
first surrealist artists to experiment
with an “automatic” process in
was considered essentially more significant drawing, explaining that an auto-
matic work, “as if dictated by the
unconscious,” contains images
than the find, explaining that the activity and patterns that could 1atergbe
interpreted as the remnants of
desire. Masson's drawings exist in
a fluid, ambiguous zone between
the Imaginary and Symbolic
reveal more meaning than the eventual product | Orders. His works, containing

both figurative and gestural

. imagery, seem to convey a visual
of that activity. This assertion is what André language that translates the
Imaginary experience of cohesive
“sameness” with the Other. Within '
his drawings, we see body parts, Anc_lr;' Masson, Délire végétal (Vegetal
genitalia, mouths, hair, and Delirium), 1925. Ink on paper.
Breton, upon completely “abandoning himself | delicate, expressionistic textures, which merge and pulsate within a
psychological environment. Like a poem written under hypnosis,

c . . Masson's drawings speak of the openness of unconscious experience
to desire,” an artist may experience an and the reconstitution of language towards more immersive, expansive
and authentic significations of meaning and experience.

For many surrealist artists, the search

involved in the intuitive pursuit of desire, may

peine vEeETALS"

Breton defines as 'convulsive beauty."® For

authentic, phenomenological encounter with
pleasure and beauty, one which is only achieved in the precarious pursuit of desire through
intuitive creative expression. In Lacanian terms, Breton is identifying a certain jouissance which
erupts by means of a total immersion into fantasy, and fuses the subject with object, the Self with
the Other.

“Such beauty can emanate only from the poignant feeling of something revealed, from
the full certainty obtained through the irruption of a solution which, by reason of its very
nature, could not come to us by ordinary logical paths.... Now, it has happened that I
have come upon it [produced the artwork], unique no doubt among other man-made
objects. Obviously this was it, even though it different in every regard from my
expectations. One might have said that, in its extreme simplicity,...it made me ashamed
of the elementary nature of those expectations. The fact remains that pleasure here is a
function of the very dissimilarity existing between the object wished for and the find.
The find, whether it be artistic, scientific, philosophical or as shabby utilitarian as you
like, in my eyes takes away from any beauty that is not the find itself. In it alone do we
have the opportunity to recognize the marvelous precipitate of desire. It alone has the
power to enlarge the universe, in part to reject its opacity, to reveal to us the universe's
capacity for extraordinary concealment, proportionate to the innumerable needs of the
spirit.”®’
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It is from this place of Imaginative investigations and psychological inquiry that my own
work takes its form. Following the experimental processes of the Surrealists before me, my
work enters through the veil of fantasy into an exploration of the Imaginary realm of experience;
from this place, I draw forth an expression of Imaginary “wholeness,” a semiotic translation of
language that is capable of conveying the authentic identifications between the Self and the
Other, in order to reconstitute the “marvelous precipitate” that is desire.

Through a psychoanalytic blueprint of the human condition, as conveyed through the
writings of Jacques Lacan, my work seeks to examine an artistic capacity for a renegotiation of
the female role within the Symbolic Order — the social reality that positions the female as Other
within the greater structures of culture and social discourse. As Terry Eagleton writes, “the
symbolic order of which Lacan writes is in reality the patriarchal sexual and social order of
modern class-society, structured around the 'transcendental signifier' of the phallus, dominated
by the Law which the father embodies. There is no way, then, in which a feminist or pro-
feminist may uncritically celebrate the symbolic order at the expense of the imaginary.”

When a female subject undergoes the Lacanian transition from Imaginary to Symbolic
Orders of being, thus becoming a gendered and sexually differentiated entity, she enters a world
whose structure denies her fundamental subjectivity. In her progression through the Oedipus
Complex, a female subject must acknowledge that she will eternally lack and be controlled by
the phallus signifier. Unlike a male subject, who comes to realize that he will become, like the
father, a possessor of the phallus in the future, the female subject is resigned to the role of a

substitute for another's prohibited Oedipal desire.”® Thus within the Symbolic Order, we see that

a female subject is placed into the role of “object,” and is therefore denied her own subjectivity.
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“She strives to be affirmed as a unique, desirable, special subject, an individual distinct

from all other women; yet romantic love relations involve, instead, 'putting her on a

pedestal'... and/or a reduction to the position of a sexual object (receptacle of active

masculine desire). What is clearly more affirmed is not her subjectivity but her ability to

be reduced to desired object, which she shares in common with all women in

patriarchy.””°

A female within the Symbolic Order is suspended within a confusing and toxic relationship to
desire. On the one hand, she possesses desire; she is severed from the Imaginary experience of
sameness, which essentially defines her ability to participate and communicate within the networks of
society and through language. On the other hand, she is an object of desire; she inhabits the Symbolic
position of the Other, and is relegated to an existence that necessitates its oppositional relation to a Self.
This overlapping perspective seems to negate her authority over her own experience; she is a signifier
with an unclear signification.

“Because her body serves as a lure to desire, Woman is essential-ized by males as

containing secret truths, the answers to enigmas, answers from, or to, the Otherness that

the masculine denies and rejects and projects onto others. In this sense she is the

phallus.””!

Sullivan continues to explain that a female subject becomes the Other because, “the raison
d'étre[utility function] of the masculine is that it differs from the feminine.” Femininity is then
portrayed, through Symbolic language, as the antithesis of masculine identity. As the result of this
impossible duality, the female subject is thus barred from ownership of her own desires; pursuit of
desire in the Symbolic would mean a journey through a male-oriented framework of language which
unconditionally positions her as the Other within her own experience. Thus, female desire cannot be
articulated by means of an inherently male language.

As a response to this problem, my work investigates the possibility of a semiotic alternative to
Symbolic language, composed on the basis of visual terms, which is capable of articulating and

investigating the experience of female desire. Through such a language, I argue that one may

disassemble the patriarchal framework of the Symbolic Order, and reconstitute notions of Self and

36



Other that refuse to rely on previous exclusions of difference. My work suggests the potential for this
renegotiation of female subjectivity by calling attention to the existing contradictions of the female

experience within the Symbolic Order.
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