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Light hath no Tongue, but is all Eye. Or, is it?

Jender Lee

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica


Earlier this year on a spring afternoon, a girlfriend visited me at work. To show her my beloved institute, I took her to the common room, where walls were built with huge windows, designed to appear spacious. A junior colleague joined us, finding movies their mutual interest. From Hollywood to Sundance, to Venice through Cannes, they rattled on. But as time passed, she, as an outsider, was not aware of his uneasiness. Over sensitive, I too responded to glances from fellow scholars passing by, glances with greeting smiles, as if academic ghosts slipped through the glass. “How long have I taken this break?” he asked. “What? Is it that movies aren’t a valid subject?” she ventured. “Aren’t we already associate professors?” I replied, slightly out of context. “Gee,” my colleague sighed, “I feel like a small white mouse next to a big white tower!” 


There is no big white tower, of course, not in our compound. Yet as conscientious workers, funded by a national endowment for the mass production of brainchildren, none of us escapes the haunting specter of oversight, both by eyes and by words. Nor is there a white tower in the Bridgewater prison, at least not shown in Titicut Follies, the first of Frederick Wiseman’s films on institutions.
 Instead, there is an open field where inmates walk, talk, trumpet and sing, crazy as they are, on foot or on head. But the openness, defenseless to panoramic sight, reveals the closure, for close-ups are all the more vivid. Likewise, the opening chorus offers the audience, both in and out of the confinement, not gaiety, but a mirrored corridor of sorrow. Death, at the end awaiting, invites interrogation of and through the camera. Wiseman, proponent of “reality fiction,” dismisses impatiently conjectures about his supposed intentions to reform, contending that he reads, not social science literature, but George Eliot.
 Intriguingly, the flight with the English novelist seems to land on Middlemarch, where Bichat, the over-determined model for young Lydgate, also holds the key to the French clinic.


Living in the aftermath of the Revolution, the twenty-something Bichat witnessed the fading of a tradition and gave rise to a new one. So claims Michel Foucault in his renowned book of 1963, The Birth of the Clinic.
 Physicians, till then highly regarded over surgeons and apothecaries, lost their prestige which had been based on a mastery of ancient knowledge. Mysterious body fluids, flowing or stagnated, gave way to organs and tissues. Symptoms and signs, visible and expressible, stood in one by one for sympathetic resonance. The ability to classify a disease independent from the individual it afflicted yielded to the inquisitive hands of pathological anatomy. Brought into the teaching hospital, a sick poor man eased his family from burden. Donating himself to the benefit of the rich, he was rewarded instantly by care, if not a cure. He would educate the doctors, instructors and students alike, with his long suffering body, eventually opened. This was the relation between the gazer and the gazed, portrayed in the text. Naïve they may have seemed, since no one was sure what would have been seen. Galen would not retreat so readily; the gazer may have discovered what was not there in the object of his gaze. Yet the point is made. To see or not to see, that was the question, posed to centuries of medical practitioners.
    

No such heroic representations in Titicut Follies, for the doctors or the patients. First encountered, the psychiatric doctor smokes and blinks, so incessantly that one confuses his role with his patient.
 The latter, with firm eye contact, admits his crime of child molestation and calmly attributes it to “the way I was born.” The carnival inversion is further illuminated when the doctor argues with a maniac schizophrenic. To convince his charge to a self-realization of mental illness, the doctor, with his East European accent, declares forcefully, “You can spit on my face if I’m wrong.” “Why should I spit on your face? Why would I want to do that?” replies the maniac with sensible logic, followed by articulated distrust of all the doctor’s tests. “Does the language barrier cause the twisted expression?” Overly sympathetic, a viewer may suspect. But the clouds of doubts will soon be dispelled. The same doctor returns, force-feeds an emaciated inmate, and drops cigarette ashes into the feeding tube. “A madman in charge, not a doctor!” One cannot but draw such a conclusion. Isn’t there one authentic doctor, one as perceptive as those in Foucault’s book? Perhaps! There is this one that composedly questions the schizophrenic and, regardless of his colleagues’ opinions, confidently records his diagnosis. But still, Wiseman will not let him easily go his way. Phoning to set up the review session, this more-tranquilizer-for-the-madman psychiatrist alerts others of his sneezing cold. Exaggerating his suffering, he warns, “I may drop dead by tomorrow,” somewhat discrediting his claim to be sound and sane.  

Doctors are not the only troubled ones; guards too, are disfigured by figuration. But they can blame no casting for their own performance. The ever-singing guard twists his lips, so much so that one wavers on his instability. Redundantly stretching his opened arms, he assumes for himself a patriarch’s role, both caring and imposing. Caring, yes. The guards shave, wash and dress the confined, walking them to their burial ground. But they also irritate and spy, deliberately or not, leaving on the door a small hole. So follows the camera, as well as the viewer, into an inmate’s private cell, stripping off, with eyes, not only his clothes but also his lingering pride. 


To see is to know, and vice versa. Interior gazing is the only passage to true understanding. But the interior space grows deeper and deeper, till the light of demystification shines on the fields, the rooms, the minds and, in due course, the bodies. Harmful or helpful, the prison-asylum takes in the inmates for observation. For better or worse, the eighteenth century hospitals received the ill for progressing signs of diseases. A guard inspects the convict’s hair and palms, making sure nothing suicidal is concealed. The French clinicians examined the patient with stethoscopes and percussion, expanding the connotation of gaze to physical touch. The psychiatrists repeatedly question the mentally ill, in the name of healing; piercing into private minds. Equally probing, if not more so, the post-revolution doctors finally opened the bodies of the dead, enlightened by the newly conceptualized space. 

The parallel is lucid, but the gaze has more than one eye. The second goes with the filmmaker as well as with the book writer. The camera pans over the admission hall, shooting suspicious stares one after another. The lens pushes the agitated man, covering his private part with bare hands, against the walls of the pathway. The force-fed inmate chokes and drools because the crazy doctor inserts the tube too deeply into his nose. A teardrop falls slowly down his cheek, a silent and vain protest. Oh, what an unbearable scene to watch! But the editor will not let it go, luring the viewer into greater agony. Overlapped stitches repeat and repeat, cutting from the man being fed to the same man being embalmed. Later, another man awaits death, anointed by a priest. The movie then ends with another chorus scene, absurdly following the burial of an inmate. Is this the force-fed one, or the anointed man, or perhaps another? Death, so recurrent, luminously invites examination on the quality of help, and hence the necessity of reforms. Intentionally or not, a statement is made, by calculated editing, to direct the viewer’s gaze. 

Unlike other filmmakers, anxious and sorrowful over reduction, Wiseman feels “at home” with choices and exclusions of interviews and scenes.
 He wants independence in editing, just as much as he asks for cooperation in shooting.
 Arbitrary as it may seem, the film, instead of chronicle progression, stitches together bits and pieces of pivotal events. With no indication of its location, the prison-asylum loses its social context, but only for the sake of more general appeals. Similar is the critique Foucault often faces. A reader finds in the book no birth year of our hero Bichat. Educational background is absent, as are the personal connections of important doctors. Despite the density of cited material, the author omits eminent contemporaries in his accounts.
 Chronology here is not essential; it is instead the idea of document-monument.
 Hence the reader is educated, like the guided viewer, to make sense of the medical perception through the gaze into discontinuity. 

Thus concludes our review, with comparison between film and text. Perhaps movies, even for uptight Taiwanese scholars, aren’t that vulgar after all, if screened with intellectual perception? The glass window suddenly lights up, shining through the common room. But with texts always getting in the middle, what a film makes visible for the scholarly world is still never as clear as it seems. 
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