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Pleasure, Ambivalence, Identification: Valentino

and Female Spectatorship
by Miriam Hansen

Occasionally the movies go mad. They have terrifying
visions; they erupt in images that show the true face of
society. Fortunately, however, they are healthy at the core.

Their schizophrenic outbursts last only a few moments,
then the curtain is lowered again and everything returns
to normal.

-Kracauer, "The Little Salesgirls Go to the Movies" (1927)'

In the context of discussions on cinematic spectatorship, the case of Rudolph
Valentino demands attention, on historical as well as theoretical grounds. For the

first time in film history, women spectators were perceived as a socially and
economically significant group; female spectatorship was recognized as a mass
phenomenon; and the films were explicitly addressed to a female spectator,
regardless of the actual composition of the audience. As Hollywood manufactured
the Valentino legend, promoting the fusion of real life and screen persona that
makes a star, Valentino's female admirers in effect became part of that legend.
Never before was the discourse on fan behavior so strongly marked by the terms

of sexual difference, and never again was spectatorship so explicitly linked to
the discourse on female desire. This conjunction was to inform Valentinian
mythology for decades to come-as the following cover prose from various
biographies illustrates:
Lean, hot-eyed and Latin, Valentino was every woman's dream....
On screen and off, his smoldering glance ignited fierce sexual fires in millions of
hearts ...

They breathed the words "The Sheik" like a prayer on their lips. They tried to tear

his clothes off when he left the theater....

The studio telephones could not handle the thousands of calls from women. They
begged for any job that would permit even a momentary glimpse of Valentino.
Gladly they offered to work without pay.2

While these biographies rarely agree on any facts concerning Valentino's
life, they stereotypically relate his personal success and suffering to the ongoing
crisis of American cultural and social values.3 Valentino's body, in more than one
sense, became the site of contradictions that had erupted with World War I. His
problematic centrality and violence of impact unprecedented for a film star are

inextricably linked to the particular historical constellation that made him as
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well as destoyed him. This constellation I see delineated, tentatively, by developments partly caused by, partly in response to the upheaval of gender relations
during the war, such as the massive integration of women into the work force
and their emergence as a primary target in the shift to consumer economy; the
partial breakdown of gender-specific divisions of labor and a blurring of traditional
delimitations of public and private; the need to redefine notions of femininity
in terms other than domesticity and motherhood; the image of the New Woman
promoted along with a demonstrative liberalization of sexual behavior and lifestyles; the emergence of the companionate marriage.4
However one may interpret the dialectics of women's so-called emancipation

and their integration into a consumer culture, women did gain a considerable
degree of public visibility in those years, and the cinema was one of the places

in which this increased social and economic significance was acknowledged, in

whatever distorted manner. The orientation of the market towards a female

spectator/consumer opened up a potential gap between traditional patriarchal
ideology on the one hand and the recognition of female experience, needs,
fantasies on the other, albeit for purposes of immediate commercial exploitation

and eventual containment.5 It is in this gap that the Valentino phenomenon
deserves to be read, as a significant yet precarious moment in the changing
discourse on femininity and sexuality. Precarious, not least, because it sidetracked
that discourse to question standards of masculinity, destabilizing them with connotations of sexual ambiguity, social marginality, and ethnic/racial otherness.
Valentino also presents a challenge to feminist film theory, in particular as it
developed during the 1970s within the framework of psychoanalysis and semiology.
This debate inescapably returns to Laura Mulvey's essay on "Visual Pleasure and

Narrative Cinema" (1975) which first spelled out the implications of LacanianAlthusserian models of spectatorship (Metz, Baudry) for a critique of patriarchal

cinema. Whatever its limitations and blind spots, the significance of Mulvey's
argument lies in her description of the ways in which the classical Hollywood film

perpetuates sexual imbalance in the very conventions through which it engages
its viewer as subject-its modes of organizing vision and structuring narratives.
These conventions, drawing on psychic mechanisms of voyeurism, fetishism, and
narcissism, depend upon and reproduce the conventional polarity of the male as
the agent of the "look" and the image of woman as object of both spectacle and
narrative. In aligning spectatorial pleasure with a hierarchical system of sexual

difference, classical American cinema inevitably entails what Mulvey calls "a
'masculinization' of the spectator position, regardless of the actual sex (or possible
deviance) of any real live movie-goer."6
Besides its somewhat monolithic notion of classical cinema and provocatively

Manichean stance on visual pleasure, Mulvey's argument has been criticized
frequently for the difficulty of conceptualizing a female spectator other than in
terms of an absence.7 In the decade since Mulvey's essay was published, however,
feminist critics have attempted to rescue female spectatorship from its "locus of
impossibility," in particular in areas elided by the focus on women's systematic
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exclusion. One such area is the body of films within the Hollywood tradition
which are addressed to female audiences and marketed as such; for example,
the "woman's film" of the 1940s and other variants of melodrama centering on
female protagonists and their world. Another area of feminist investigation, less

clearly delineated, is the question of pleasure and attendant processes of identification experienced by women spectators (including feminist critics) in the
actual reception of mainstream films, even with genres devoted to male heroes
and activities, such as the Western or the gangster film.
With regard to the latter, Mulvey, reconsidering her earlier argument, suggests that the female spectator, "enjoying the freedom of action and control over
the diegetic world that identification with the male hero provides," takes recourse
to the repressed residues of her own phallic phase. This type of identification,

however, requires putting on transvestite clothes, which confirms the dominant
polarity of vision by exchanging the terms of opposition for those of similarity.

Like Pearl in Mulvey's reading of Duel in the Sun, the female spectator ends
up being caught in a conflict "between the deep blue sea of passive femininity
and the devil of regressive masculinity."8
While Mulvey's analysis of spectatorial cross-dressing ultimately upholds the
notion of patriarchal cinema as a system of binary opposites, it also demonstrates
the necessity to complicate such terms. The female viewer of "masculine" genres
does not fit the mold of the spectator/subject anticipated by these films, and in
many of them narcissistic identification with female characters is of marginal
interest at best, especially when the spectacle is more dispersed (over landscape

and action scenes) than in genres like the musical or romantic comedy which
concentrate pleasure around the image of the female body. But neither is reception

on the woman's part merely accidental, arbitrary, or individual-failing with
regard to the meaning-potential of the film. Rather, one might say that the
oscillation and instability which Mulvey and others have observed in female
spectatorship constitutes a meaningful deviation-a deviation that has its historical basis in the spectator's experience of belonging to a socially differentiated

group called women. As a subdominant and relatively indeterminate collective
formation, female spectatorship is certainly contingent upon dominant subject

positions, and thus not outside or above ideology, but it cannot be reduced to
an either/or modality.
The very figure of the transvestite suggests that the difference of female
spectatorship involves more than the opposition of activity and passivity, that it

has to be conceptualized in terms of a greater degree of mobility and heterogeneity, including a sense of theatricality and selectivity.9 As I will argue in the
case of Valentino, sexual mobility, the temporary slippage between gender definitions, is crucial to an understanding of his historical impact; that sexual mobility
is also "a distinguishing feature of femininity in its cultural construction" and
that hence transvestism "would be fully recuperable"'0 does not seem a sufficient
reason for simply dismissing it from the arsenal of a feminist countertradition.
The heterogeneity of the female spectator position, moreover, extends not only

8 Cinema Journal 25, No. 4, Summer 1986

to spatial registers (proximity/distance in relation to the screen as Mary Ann
Doane proposes) but to registers of temporality as well. For the figure of the
transvestite connotes a discrepancy, a simultaneity of unequal psychic develop-

ments. Phallic identification, while officially-in the present tense of the film
text, as propelled by the linear flow of the narrative-aligned with positions of
masculine agency and control, for the woman spectator depends upon a memory

(on whatever level of consciousness), and thus may reactivate repressed layers
of her own psychic history and socialization."l

The structural instability of the female spectator position in mainstream
cinema surfaces as a textual instability in films specifically addressed to women,
as an effect of the collision between immediate market interests and institutional

structures of vision. In her work on the "woman's film" of the 1940s, Doane
shows how the ideological crisis precipitated by a female address is contained
in turn by scenarios of masochism which work to distance and de-eroticize the

woman's gaze, thus restricting the space of a female reading. Linda Williams
and Tania Modleski, on the other hand, emphasize the multiplicity of identificatory positions in female-addressed mainstream films (or, as in Modleski's case,

TV soap opera), a textual multiplicity which they relate to the problematic
constitution of female identity under patriarchy, from patterns of psychic development to a gender-specific division of labor. This difference in emphasis may
partly be due to the choice of films-for example, maternal melodrama as opposed
to the films analyzed by Doane which overlap with the gothic or horror genrebut it is also, and perhaps most important, a question of reading.'2
The analysis of positions of identification available to female spectators is
inseparable from positions of critical reading, as the recent debate between Linda
Williams and E. Ann Kaplan exemplifies.'3 Does the ending of a film like Stella
Dallas unify the variety of conflicting subject positions mapped out to this point,
as Kaplan argues? Does it close off the contradictions in terms of a patriarchal
discourse on motherhood, asking the spectator to accept desexualization, sacrifice,
and powerlessness? Or do we, as Williams suggests, grant some degree of alterity
to the preceding 108 minutes? Are processes of identification necessarily synchronous with the temporal structures of classical narrative, and to what extent
is closure effective? How do films construct what we remember of them? How

does this memory change over time in relation to the immediate effects of

identification?

These questions urge us to reconsider the hermeneutics involved in the
critical enterprise. Who is the subject of reading? Ann Kaplan points out the
necessity of distinguishing between the historical spectator, the hypothetical
spectator constructed through the film's strategies, and the contemporary female
spectator with a feminist consciousness. But the textually constructed spectator/
subject does not have any objective existence apart from our reading of the film,

which is always partial and, if we choose, partisan. Therefore, the question of
hermeneutics is not only one of measuring historical scopes of reception against
each other, but also one of the politics of reading,'4 a question of how to establish
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a usable past for an alternative film practice. If all the time, desire, and money
spent by women watching mainstream films should be of any consequence whatsoever for a feminist countertradition, then this activity has to be made available
through readings, in full awareness of its complicity and contingency upon the
dominant structures of the apparatus, but nonetheless as a potential of resistance
to be reappropriated.'5

The Valentino films add yet another angle to these arguments on female
spectatorship and a feminist re-writing of film history. While participating in the
general problematic of female-addressed Hollywood films, their distinction lies

in focusing spectatorial pleasure on the image of a male hero/performer. If a
man is made to occupy the place of erotic object, how does this affect the
organization of vision? If the desiring look is aligned with the position of a female
viewer, does this open up a space for female subjectivity and, by the same token,

an alternative conception of visual pleasure?
Feminist theorists like Doane and Kaplan have cautioned against premature
enthusiasm regarding such films, arguing that they merely present an instance
of role reversal which allows women the appropriation of the gaze only to confirm

the patriarchal logic of vision. "The male striptease, the gigolo-both inevitably
signify the mechanism of reversal itself, constituting themselves as aberrations
whose acknowledgment simply reinforces the dominant system of aligning sexual
difference with a subject/object dichotomy. And an essential attribute of that
dominant system is the matching of male subjectivity with the agency of the
look."16 Undeniably, the figure of the male as erotic object sets into play fetishistic

and voyeuristic mechanisms, accompanied-most strikingly in the case of Valentino-by a feminization of the actor's persona. These mechanisms, however,
are not naturalized as they are in the representation of a female body. Rather,
they are foregrounded as aspects of a theatricality that encompasses both viewer
and performer. The reversal thus constitutes a textual difference which has to

be considered from case to case and cannot be reduced a priori to its symbolic
content within a phallocentric economy of signification. It seems more promising,
tentatively, to approach the textual difference of a male erotic object as a figure

of overdetermination, an unstable composite figure that connotes "the simulta-

neous presence of two positionalities of desire" (Teresa de Lauretis)'7 and thus
calls into question the very idea of polarity rather than simply reversing its terms.
Moreover, as even a cursory comparison of Valentino with more recent stars

such as John Travolta and Robert Redford makes obvious, we need to observe
historical differences as well. Figures like Travolta and Redford-not to mention

performers like Mick Jagger, David Bowie, or Michael Jackson-emerge at the
end of an era, if not already in the midst of an altogether different one. Valentino

appears at the threshold of what has been termed, for better or for worse,
Hollywood's "classical" period. The process by which American cinema became
identified with particular conventions of editing and narrative was well under
way during the 1920s. But not all of its crucial codes developed simultaneously;

some were lagging behind while others were practiced obsessively and pro-
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miscuously.'8 This uneven development might account for a certain quality of
excess often attributed to films of the 1920s, a quality which could be described

more specifically as an unstable relationship between spectacle and narrative,
falling back behind an economy already achieved during the mid and late 1910s.
Whether a trace of primitive cinema or a mark of contemporary decadence, the
peculiar inscription of the spectator in the Valentino films suggests a dissociation
of pleasure and meaning which potentially undermines the classical imbrication
of the gaze with masculine control and mastery.
From a theoretical perspective, then, this essay on Valentino is motivated
by an interest in forms of visual pleasure that are not totally claimed, absorbed,

or functionalized by the conventions of classical narrative. The redemption of
scopophilia may require a return to Freud without the detour through Lacan,
since in Lacanian models of spectatorship scopic desire is conceptually inseparable
from voyeurism, fetishism and, thus, the regime of castration. Not that these are
unrelated or free of determinism in Freud. The Freudian speculation, however,

does not posit earlier stages of psychic development as always already negated
by later ones, in a Hegelian sense of "Aufhebung" which Lacan assimilated to
psychoanalysis. I would argue that Freud's writings still hold a more radical
potential of interpretation,'9 in particular a more dialectical concept of regression
and subjectivity. The latter might allow feminist film theory to rearticulate the
question of aesthetic experience, in conjunction with the question of the erotic,

neither of which we can afford to ignore if a feminist counter-cinema is to go
beyond the abstract opposition of patriarchal mainstream film and feminist avantgarde.
Valentino. At first sight, Valentino's films seem to rehearse the classical choreography of the look almost to the point of parody, offering point-of-view constructions that affirm the cultural hierarchy of gender in the visual field. Between
1921 (The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse) and 1926, the year of his premature
death, Valentino starred in 14 films, produced by different studios and under
different directors.2 Illustrating the significance of the star as auteur as much

as the economic viability of vehicles, each of these films reiterates a familiar
pattern in staging the exchange of looks between Valentino and the female
characters. Whenever Valentino lays eyes on a woman first, we can be sure that
she will turn out to be the woman of his dreams, the legitimate partner in the

romantic relationship; whenever a woman initiates the look, she is invariably
marked as a vamp, to be condemned and defeated in the course of the narrative.

In the opening sequence of The Eagle (1925; based on Pushkin's novella
Dubrovsky), the czarina (Louise Dresser) is about to inspect her favorite regiment,

"the handsomest in all Russia," when a run-away carriage nearby prompts the
hero into a Fairbanks-style rescue action. The first shot of Valentino shows him
from a rear angle, looking through a pocket-size telescope; the first time we see
his face, it is framed, medium close-up, within the window-frame of the coach,
directing a curious gaze inside. The reverse shot completing the point of view,
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however, is illegible, hiding the object under a bundle of fur; only his repeated
look makes the image readable, distinguishing the female figure from the setting,

literally producing her for the spectator. As the young woman (Vilma Banky)
returns the glance, she enters the romantic pact, acknowledging the power of
his look(s). Her negative counterpart is the czarina, a stout, elderly woman who

is shown catching sight of Valentino independently of his look, her face momentarily transfigured in desire. While she is masculinized by a military outfit
and at the same time ridiculed for her lack of masculine physical skills, desire

on her part is most crucially discredited through its association with political
power. As she continues the inspection of Valentino's body in the privacy of the
imperial suite, encircling and immobilizing him (no point of view), the expression
of horror in his eyes pinpoints the scandal of the situation, the reversal of gender

positions in the visual field, unilaterally enforced by the monarch. As soon as
Valentino understands the sexual implications of his position, he decides to restore

the traditional (im)balance, risking death as a deserter yet regaining the mastery
of the look.
A similar pattern can be observed in Blood and Sand (1922): Dofia Sol (Nita
Naldi), the president's niece, is shown admiring the victorious torero through
binoculars before he looks at her; thus, she is syntactically marked as a vamp.
His future wife Carmen (Lila Lee), on the other hand, is singled out by the
camera within his point of view, similar to the coach sequence in The Eagle. A
close-up of his face signals the awakening desire, alternating with an indecipherable long shot of a crowd. The repetition of the desiring look, provoking a
dissolve that extricates her from the crowd, resolves the picture puzzle for the
spectator and, by the same logic of vision, establishes her as the legitimate
companion (further sanctioned by the inclusion of his mother in the point-ofview construction that follows). Thus the legitimate female figure is deprived of
the initiative of the erotic look and relegated to the position of scopic object
within the diegesis. In relation to the spectator, however, she shares this position
of scopic object with Valentino himself.
Valentino's appeal depends, to a large degree, on the manner in which he
combines masculine control of the look with the feminine quality of "to-belooked-at-ness," to use Mulvey's rather awkward term. When Valentino falls in
love-usually at first sight-the close-up of his face clearly surpasses that of the
female character in its value as spectacle. In a narcissistic doubling, the subject
of the look constitutes itself as object, graphically illustrating Freud's formulation
of the autoerotic dilemma: "Too bad that I cannot kiss myself."2' Moreover, in
their radiant pictorial quality, such shots temporarily arrest the metonymic drive
of the narrative, similar in effect to the visual presence of the woman which, as
Mulvey observes, tends "to freeze the flow of action in moments of erotic contemplation."22 In Valentino's case, however, erotic contemplation governs an active
as well passive mode, making both spectator and character the subject of a double
game of vision.

To the extent that Valentino occupies the position of primary object of
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spectacle, this entails a systematic feminization of his persona. Many of the films

try to motivate this effect by casting him as a performer (torero, dancer) or by
situating him in a historically removed or exotic mise-en-scene; in either case,
the connotation of femininity persists through the use of costumes-in particular
flared coats and headdress reminiscent of a bridal wardrobe, as well as a general

emphasis on dressing and disguises. Monsieur Beaucaire, a 1924 Paramount
costume drama based on the Booth Tarkington novel, combines both the effect
and its disavowal in a delightfully self-reflective manner. Valentino, playing the
Duke of Chartres, alias Monsieur Beaucaire, is introduced on a stage playing the
lute in an attempt to entertain the jaded king, Louis XV. The courtly mise-enscene ostensibly legitimizes the desiring female gaze, contained in the alternation
of relatively close shots of Valentino and the female members of the audience
within the film. Unfailingly, however, this sequence thematizes the paradox of

female spectatorship. Seeing one woman not focusing her eyes upon him in
rapture, he stops midway in indignation and a title redundantly explains: "the
shock of his life: a woman not looking at him"-sure enough, this refers to the
leading romantic lady.3 The partial reversal of the gender economy of vision is
prepared by the film's opening shot, a close-up of hands doing needlepoint work.

As the camera pulls back, those hands are revealed to be the king's. In the
effeminate universe of the French court, Valentino succeeds in asserting his
masculinity only by comparison, staging it as a difference which ultimately fails
to make a difference.
Before considering the possibilities of identification implied in this peculiar
choreography of vision, I wish to recapitulate some thoughts on female visual
pleasure and its fate under the patriarchal taboo. Particularly interesting in this
context are certain aspects of scopophilia that Freud analyzes through its development in infantile sexuality, a period in which the child is still far from
having a stable sense of gender identity. Stimulated in the process of mutual
gazing between mother and child, the female scopic drive is constituted with a
bisexual as well as an autoerotic component. While these components subsequently succumb to cultural hierarchies of looking which tend to fixate the woman
in a passive, narcissistic-exhibitionist role, there remains a basic ambivalence in

the structure of vision as a component drive. As Freud argues in "Instincts and
their Vicissitudes" (1915), the passive component of a drive represents a reversal

of the active drive into its opposite, redirecting itself to the subject. Such a
contradictory constitution of libidinal components may account for the coexistence, in their later fixation as perversion, of diametrically opposed drives within

one and the same person, even if one tendency usually predominates. Thus a
voyeur is always to some degree an exhibitionist and vice versa, just as the sadist
shares the pleasures of masochism.24
The notion of ambivalence appears crucial to a theory of female spectatorship, precisely because the cinema, while enforcing patriarchal hierarchies in its
organization of the look, also offers women an institutional opportunity to violate
the taboo on female scopophilia. The success of a figure like Valentino, himself

Cinema Journal 25, No. 4, Summer 1986 1 3

overdetermined as both object and subject of the look, urges us to insist upon
the ambivalent constitution of scopic pleasure. Moreover, as one among a number
of the more archaic partial drives whose integration is always and at best precarious, scopophilia could be distinguished from a socially more complicit voy-

eurism, as defined by the one-sided regime of the keyhole and the norms of
genitality.25

Equally pertinent to an alternative conception of visual pleasure appears
the potential dissociation of sexual and survival instincts, which is implicit already

in Freud's notion of "anaclisis" but explicitly discussed with reference to the
scopic drive in Freud's analysis of cases of psychogenic disturbance of vision.
The eye serves both a practical function for the individual's orientation in the
external world and the function of an erotogenic zone. If the latter takes over,
if it refuses to accept its subservient role in forepleasure, the balance between
sexual and survival instincts is threatened and the ego may react by repressing
the dangerous component drive. The psychogenic disturbance of vision in turn
represents the revenge of the repressed instinct, retrospectively interpreted by

the individual as the voice of punishment which seems to be saying: "Because
you sought to misuse your organ of sight for evil sensual pleasure, it is fitting
that you should not see anything at all any more."26
While the psychogenic disturbance of vision, in the context of psychoanalytic
theory, clearly functions as a metaphor of castration,27 the potentially antithetical
relationship of sexual and survival instincts could also be taken to describe the
cultural and historical differentiation of male and female forms of vision. Although
the neurotic dissociation may occur in patients of both sexes, the balance effected

in so-called normal vision appears more typical of the psychic disposition by
means of which the male subject controls the external world as well as the sexual
field. Suffice it here to allude to the historical construction of monocular vision

in Western art since the Renaissance, the instrumental standards imposed upon

looking in technical and scientific observation and other disciplines, areas of
cultural activity from which women were barred for centuries; on the flip-side

of this coin, we find a variety of social codes enforcing the taboo on female
scopophilia, ranging from makeup fashions like belladonna through the once
popular injunction not to "make passes at girls who wear glasses."
The construction of femininity within patriarchal society, however, contains

the promise of being incomplete. Women's exclusion from the mastery of the
visual field may have diminished the pressure of the ego instincts towards the
component drives, which are probably insufficiently subordinated to begin with.
Thus the potential dissociation of the scopic drive from its function for survival
may not be that threatening to the female subject, may not necessarily provoke
the force of repression that Freud holds responsible for certain cases of psychogenic blindness. If such generalization is at all permissible, women might be
more likely to indulge- without immediately repressing -in a sensuality of vision
which contrasts with the goal-oriented discipline of the one-eyed masculine look.
Christa Karpenstein speaks in this context of "an unrestrained scopic drive, a
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swerving and sliding gaze which disregards the meanings and messages of signs
and images that socially determine the subject, a gaze that defies the limitations
and fixations of the merely visible."28

If I seem to belabor this notion of an undomesticated gaze as a historical
aspect of female subjectivity, I certainly don't intend to propose yet another
variant of essentialism. To the extent that sexual difference is culturally constructed

to begin with, the subversive qualities of a female gaze may just as well be shared

by a male character. This is precisely what I want to suggest for the case of
Valentino, contrary to the official legend which never ceased to assert the power

of his look in terms of aggressive mastery. Hollywood publicity persistently
advertised the state of bliss in store for the woman who would be discovered by

his magical gaze--in the measure that he himself was becoming an erotic
commodity of irrestible cash value for the studios.29

The feminine connotation of Valentino's "to-be-looked-at-ness," however,
destabilizes his own glance in its very origin, makes him vulnerable to temptations
that jeopardize the sovereignty of the male subject. When Valentino's eyes become

riveted on the woman of his choice, he seems paralyzed rather than aggressive
or menacing, occupying the position of the rabbit rather than that of the snake.
Struck by the beauty of Carmen, in Blood and Sand, his activity seems blocked,
suspended; it devolves upon Carmen throwing him a flower to get the narrative
back into gear. Later in the film, at the height of his career as a torero, Valentino
raises his eyes to the president's box, an individual centered under the benevolent
eye of the State, when his gaze is side-tracked, literally decentered, by the sight
of Dofia Sol in the box to the right. The power of Valentino's gaze depends upon

its weakness-enhanced by the fact that he was actually nearsighted and crosseyed-upon its oscillating between active and passive, between object and ego
libido. The erotic appeal of the Valentinian gaze, staged as a look within the
look, is one of reciprocity and ambivalence, rather than mastery and objectification.

The peculiar organization of the Valentinian gaze corresponds, on the level
of narrative, to conflicts between the pleasure and the reality principle. Whenever
the hero's amorous interests collide with the standards of male social identitycareer, family, paternal authority, or a vow of revenge-the spectator can hope
that passion will triumph over pragmatism to the point of self-destruction.30 As

the generating vortex of such narratives, the Valentinian gaze far exceeds its
formal functions of providing diegetic coherence and continuity; it assumes an
almost figural independence. Thus the films advance an identification with the
gaze itself; not with either source or object, but with the gaze as erotic medium
which promises to transport the spectator out of the world of means and ends
into the realm of passion.
The discussion of gendered patterns of vision inevitably opens up into the
larger question of identification as the linchpin between film and spectator, the
process that organizes subjectivity in visual and narrative terms. It seems useful
at this point to invoke Mary Ann Doane's distinction of at least three instances
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of identification operating in the viewing process: (1) identification with the
representation of a person (character/star); (2) recognition of particular objects,

persons, or action as such (stars, narrative images); (3) identification with the
"look," with oneself as the condition of perception, which Metz, in analogy with
Lacan's concept of the mirror phase, has termed "primary."31 These psychical
mechanisms and their effects can be traced through the various levels of enunciation which structure cinematic identification, interlacing textual units such as
shot, sequence, strategies of narrative, and mise-en-scene.32
Most productively, feminist film theorists have taken up the debate by
insisting on the centrality of sexual difference, questioning the assumption of a
single or neutral spectator position constructed in hierarchically ordered, linear
processes of identification. While Mulvey initially reduced cinematic identification to a basically active relationship with a protagonist of the same sex (i.e.,
male), she subsequently modified this notion with regard to the female viewer
who may not only cross but also be divided by gender lines (which in turn
deflects identification from the fictive telos of a stable identity). As outlined above,
the difficulty of conceptualizing a female spectator has led feminists to recast

the problem of identification in terms of instability, mobility, multiplicity, and,

I would add, temporality. Likewise, a number of feminist critics are trying to
complicate the role of sexual difference in identification with the differences of
class and race, with cultural and historical specificity. This might make it possible

to rethink the concept of subjectivity implied, beyond the commonplace that
subjects are constructed by and within ideology. The question of who is the
subject of identification (so eloquently posed by Tonto) is also and not least a
question concerning which part of the spectator is engaged and how: which
layers of conscious or unconscious memory and fantasy are activated, and how
we, both as viewers and as critics, choose to interpret this experience.3
I am not claiming that Valentino will answer all or any of these questions,
but he might help articulate some of them a little more clearly. The first form
of identification discussed by Doane, identification with the integral person filmed

(Metz's "secondary" mode of identification), engages the female viewer transsexually insofar as it extends to the Valentino character; thus, it raises the problem

of spectatorial cross-dressing-unless we consider other possibilities of transsexual
identification beside the transvestite one. The alternative option for the woman
spectator, passive-narcissistic identification with the female star as erotic object,
appears to have been a position primarily advertised by the industry,34 but it

appears rather more problematic in view of the specular organization of the

films.

If we can isolate an instance of "primary" identification at all-which is
dubious on theoretical grounds5-the Valentino films challenge the assumption
of perceptual mastery implied in such a concept by their foregrounding of the
gaze as an erotic medium, a gaze that fascinates precisely because it transcends
the socially imposed subject/object hierarchy of sexual difference. Moreover, the

contradictions of the female address are located in the very space where the
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registers of the look and those of narrative and mise-en-scene intersect. In offering

the woman spectator a position which is structurally analogous to that of the
vamp within the diegesis (looking at Valentino independently of his initiating of
the look) identification with the desiring gaze is both granted and incriminated,
or, one might say, granted on the condition of its illegitimacy. This may be why
the vamp figures in Valentino films (with the exception of Blood and Sand) are
never totally condemned, inasmuch as they acknowledge a subliminal complicity

between Valentino and the actively desiring female gaze. In The Eagle, for
instance, the czarina is redeemed by her general's ruse of letting Valentino escape
execution under an assumed identity; the closing shot shows Valentino and the
czarina waving each other a never-ending farewell, much to the concern of the
respective legitimate partners.
The least equivocal instance of identification operating in the Valentino films
is that which feeds on recognition, the memory-spectacle rehearsed with each
appearance of the overvalued erotic object, the star.3 The pleasure of recognition
involved in the identification of and with a star is dramatized, in many Valentino
films, through a recurrent narrative pattern, which in turn revolves around the

precarious cultural construction of the persona of the Latin Lover. Often, the
Valentino character combines two sides of a melodramatic dualism, which he

acts out in a series of disguises and anonymous identities. Thus, in The Sheik
(1921), the barbaric son of the desert turns out to be of British descent; in Moran
of the Lady Letty (1922), the San Francisco dandy proves himself a hearty sailor
and authentic lover; the Duke of Chartres in exile becomes Monsieur Beaucaire;

and the Black Eagle pursues courtship instead of revenge under the assumed
identity of Monsieur LeBlanc.37 The spectator recognizes her star in all his masks

and disguises-unlike the female protagonist whose trial of love consists of
"knowing" him regardless of narrative misfortune or social status.
Like most star vehicles, Valentino films have notoriously weak narratives

and would probably fail to engage any viewer if it weren't for their hero's
charisma. Many of his films are adapted from well-known popular novels, preferably costume dramas.38 While there is some delight in action, in the sense of
activity, physical movement, and gesture, there is very little suspense, very little
of the game of concealing and revealing, of the dialectic of desire, knowledge,

and power that has led theorists like Barthes, Bellour, and Heath to define all
narrative as predicated on Oedipus. Identification in terms of narrative movement
is likely to fall short of the plot in its totality, while closure tends to reside in
smaller units, cutting across visual and narrative registers, defined by the succession of masks, disguises, milieus, and scenarios.
The emphasis on costumes, disguises, on rituals of dressing and undressing,
undermines, in tendency, the voyeuristic structure of spectatorship in that it
acknowledges the spectator as part of the theatrical display. This is emblematic

in the famous dressing scene in Monsieur Beaucaire, during which Valentino
punctuates the exercise in procrastination with occasional asides in the direction
of the camera.39 Such mutual recognition, in conjunction with the viewer's epis-
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temological superiority over the female protagonist, encourages identification via
a fantasy in which the spectator herself authorizes the masquerade; the publi-

cation, as late as 1979, of a Valentino paper-doll book would testify to the
persistence of this phantasy in popular iconography. If there is any prototype

for such a fantasy-and this is merely autobiographical speculation-it might
be the penchant of prepubescent girls to dress up their younger brother as a
little sister.40

But this is not the only type of scenario which organizes identification in
the Valentino films. Pervasively, in these films, spectatorial pleasure is imbricated
with self-consciously sadomasochistic rituals.4' It may still be within the parameters of the vamp cliche when Dofia Sol, holding on to the torero by the muscles
of his arms, expresses the desire, according to the intertitle, one day to be beaten

by these strong hands-and nearly bites off his thumb in the following shot.
Here the sadomasochistic proclivity underlines the general perversity of a woman
who dares to appropriate the privilege of the first look. The more interesting
instances of sadomasochistic role-playing, however, take place in the context of

the legitimate, romantic relationship. In The Eagle, Mascha, the young woman
from the first sequence, turns out to be the daughter of the odious landowner
against whom Valentino, in his persona as the Black Eagle, has pledged revenge
on his father's deathbed. At one point, his men kidnap her and proudly present
the catch to their leader. As he gets off his horse and steps toward her with a
whip ready to lash out, the genre seems to slide into porn: the masks, the whip,
phallic hats-insignia of anonymous lust, traces of the search for nonidentity in
eros.42 That Valentino actually directs the whip against his own men is the alibi
the narrative provides for a kinky shot, the defilement into propriety; yet it does
not diminish the subliminal effect. Valentino recognizes Mascha and, protected
by his unilateral anonymity, continues the game in a more or less playful manner.
As she rejects his horse and proudly embarks on her journey on foot, he follows
her, mounted on the high horse-a constellation the camera exploits in straighton backtracking shots. When she finally gives in, forced down by the obligatory
fainting spell, Valentino reverses the spatial hierarchy by installing her on the
horse, thus making her an involuntary accomplice in the dominance/submission

game. This game is accomplished within the legitimate relationship only by
means of the mask which temporarily suspends the mutuality of the romantic
gaze in Valentino's favor.

The emphasis on the sadistic aspects of the Valentino persona echoes the
publicity pitch advertising him to female audiences as the "he-man," the "menace,"

reiterated, as late as 1977, by one of his biographers: "Women were to find in
The Sheik a symbol of the omnipotent male who could dominate them as the
men in their own lives could not."43 And, when in the film of that title the son
of the desert forces the blue-eyed Lady Diana on his horse, ostensibly for her
own pleasure ("lie still you little fool"), millions of women's hearts were said to
have quivered at the prospect of being humiliated by the British-bred barbarian.
Despite the display of virility in The Sheik (1922; based on the novel by Edith
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Maude Hull), however, this film initiated the much publicized rejection of Valentino by male moviegoers, which had more to do with the threat he presented
to traditional norms of masculinity than with the actual composition of audience.44
Not only the stigma of effeminacy but also, equally threatening, a masochistic

aura was to haunt Valentino to his death and beyond. There were widespread
rumors about his private life-homosexuality, impotence, unconsummated mar-

riages with lesbians, dependency on domineering women, the platinum "slave
bracelet" given to him by his second wife, Natasha Rambova. More systematically,
the masochistic elements in the Valentino persona were enforced by the sadistic
placement of the spectator in the films themselves. There is hardly a Valentino
film that does not display a whip, in whatever marginal function, and most of
them feature seemingly insignificant subplots in which the spectator is offered
a position that entails enjoying the tortures inflicted on Valentino or others.45

The oscillation of the Valentino persona between sadistic and masochistic
positions is yet another expression of the ambivalence that governs the specular
organization of the films. As Freud asserts in the "Three Essays on the Theory
of Sexuality," "a sadist is always at the same time a masochist, although in one
case the active and in another case the passive aspect of the perversion may be
more pronounced and may represent the predominant sexual activity."46 But the
question of the origin and economy of masochism troubled Freud over decades
and led him to revise his views at least once.47 Among post-Freudian attempts
to theorize masochism, that of Gilles Deleuze has recently been put forward as
an alternative model of spectatorship.4 Deleuze challenges the conceptual linkage
of masochism with sadism and the Oedipal regime; instead he proposes a distinct

origin and aesthetics of masochism located in the relationship with the "oral
mother." While the revisionist impulse to emphasize pregenital sexuality in spec-

tatorship can only be welcomed, Deleuze's model seems somewhat limited by
the parameters of his literary source-the writings of Leopold von SacherMasoch- and thus to an elaboration of the masochistic scenario within a basically
male fantasy.49 Therefore, I wish to return to Freud's essay, "A Child Is Being

Beaten" (1919), not only for its focus on female instances of sadomasochistic
fantasy, but also because it elucidates a particular aspect of the Valentino figure
as fantasmatic object.50

The formula, "a child is being beaten," which, regardless of any actually
experienced corporal punishment, may dominate masturbation fantasies of the
latency period, is remarkable in that it stereotypically reiterates the mere description of the event, while subject, object, and the role of the person fantasizing
remain indeterminate. On the basis of jealousy feelings aroused by the Oedipal
constellation, Freud proceeds to reconstruct three different phases with explicit
reference to female adolescents: (1) "My father is beating the child that I hate"

(presumably a younger sibling); therefore, "he loves only me"; (2) "I am being
beaten [therefore loved] by my father" (the regressive substitute for the incestuous

relationship); (3) "a child is being beaten." While the second, sexually most
threatening phase succumbs to repression, the first phase is reduced to its merely
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descriptive part and thus results in the third, in which the father is usually
replaced by a more distant male authority figure. Thus the fantasy is sadistic
only in its form-but grants masochistic gratification by way of identification
with the anonymous children who are being beaten. This series of transformations
reduces the sexual participation of the girl to the status of spectator, desexualizing
both content and bearer of the fantasy (which, as Freud remarks, is not the case
in male variants of the beating fantasy). Just as important in the present context,
however, is the observation that in both male and female versions of the sadomasochistic fantasy the children who are being beaten generally turn out to be

male. In the case of the female fantasy, Freud employs the concept of the
"masculinity complex," which makes the girl imagine herself as male and thus
allows her to be represented, in her daydreams, by these anonymous whipping
boys.

The deepest, most effective layer of the Valentino persona is that of the
whipping boy-in which he resembles so many other heroes of popular fiction
devoured by adolescent girls (one of the examples Freud cites is Uncle Tom's
Cabin). Freud's analysis of the sadomasochistic fantasy suggests that we distinguish between the sadistic appeal articulated in point-of-view structures on the
one hand, and the masochistic pleasure in the identification with the object on
the other. Transsexual identification, instead of being confined to simple crossdressing, relies here as much on the feminine qualities of the male protagonist
as it does on residual ambiguity in the female spectator. This simultaneity of
identificatory positions is enabled by an interactional structure, a scenario whose
libidinal force, protected by a series of repressive/rhetorical transformations, can

be traced back to the nursery. (Given the amount of detail that Freud devotes

to reconstructing the various stages of this scenario, it is indeed curious-and
here one might concur with Deleuze's critique-how briefly he dismisses the
role of the mother, especially in view of his emphasis on sibling rivalry.)51

Unlike the one-sided masochistic identification with a female protagonist
encouraged by the "woman's film," female identification in Valentino films could
be construed to entail the full range of transformations proposed by Freud. As

Valentino slips into and out of the part of the whipping boy, intermittently
relegating the woman to the position of both victim and perpetrator, he may
succeed in recuperating the middle phase of the female fantasy from repression
("I am being beaten-and therefore loved-by my father") and thus in resexualizing it. This possibility is suggested above all by the unmistakable incestuous
aura surrounding the Valentino persona; however, the appeal here is less that of
a relationship between father and daughter than one between brother and sister,
which turns on the desire of both for an inaccessible mother.52

The interchangeability of sadistic and masochistic positions within the diegesis potentially undercuts the a priori masochism ascribed by current film theory
to the female spectator of classical cinema. In making sadomasochistic rituals an
explicit component of the erotic relationship, Valentino's films subvert the socially

imposed dominance/submission hierarchy of gender roles, dissolving subject/
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object dichotomies into erotic reciprocity. The vulnerability Valentino displays
in his films, the traces of feminine masochism in his persona, may partly account
for the threat he posed to prevalent standards of masculinity-the sublimation
of masochistic inclinations after all being the token of the male subject's sexual
mastery, his control over pleasure.
Sadomasochistic role-playing most strikingly intersects with the choreography of vision in The Son of the Sheik (1926; based on another novel by E. M.
Hull), Valentino's last and probably most perverse film. Due to a misunderstanding

that propels the narrative, Yasmin (Vilma Banky) represents a combination of
both female types, vamp and romantic companion. Although transparent to the
spectator, the misunderstanding on Ahmed/Valentino's part-that Yasmin lured
him into a trap, thus causing him to be captured and whipped by her father's

gang-has carefully been planted early on in the film by means of an editing
device. The film's first close-up shows the face of Yasmin, lost in erotic yearning,
which dissolves into a matching close-up of Valentino; a somewhat mismatched
cut in turn reveals him to be looking at her legs as she is dancing for a crowd.
A dissolve back to Yasmin's face eventually confirms the status of the sequence

as a flashback which stages the usual discovery of the woman through Valentino's

look; the objectification here is compounded by the demeaning situation, the
fragmentation of Yasmin's body as well as the emphasis on money in the deployment of the romantic gaze. The potential misreading of the flashback as a

point-of-view shot on the part of the woman falsely implicates Yasmin as a
transgressor, thus supporting her double inscription as victim later on in the film,
as both scopic and masochistic object. Herself ignorant of her lover's misunder-

standing, Yasmin is kidnapped by him and imprisoned in his tent. His revenge
accordingly consists in refusing her the mutuality of the erotic look and culminates

in a veritable one-eyed stare with which he transfixes her to the point of rape.
Valentino's unilateral transgression of the romantic pact is supposedly vindicated
by the powerful image of him crucified, humiliated, and whipped earlier on in

the film. This image of Valentino as victim, however, erroneously ascribed to
Yasmin's authorship and not even witnessed by her, is primarily designed for the
benefit of the spectator. No doubt there remains an asymmetry in the sadoma-

sochistic role reversal on the diegetic level: a female character can assume an
active part only at the price of being marked as a vamp; sadistic pleasure is
specularized, reserved for the woman in front of the screen.

The multiple ambiguities articulated on the specular level of The Son of
the Sheik contrast with the more flatly patriarchal discourse of the narrative, not

to mention the simple-minded sexist and racist title prose. As if to concealand thus inofficially to acknowledge and exploit-this gap between narrative
and visual pleasure, the Oedipal scenario is overinscribed to the point of parody.
Valentino's private love/revenge affair meets with strong resistance on the part

of his father who bends an iron rod with his mere hands in order to demonstrate

his paternal power; Valentino, a chip off the old block, responds by straightening

it out again. Only when his understanding mother, Lady Diana (Agnes Ayres),
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invokes a flashback to her own kidnapping in The Sheik does the father recognize
and accept his successor. They reconcile in the course of yet another kidnapping
scene, this time rescuing Yasmin from her father's gang: in the midst of tumultuous
swashbuckling father and son shake hands, temporarily losing sight of the woman,
the object of their endeavor.
Beneath this Oedipal pretext, as it were, the film offers a connotative wealth

of deviations which radiate in a dialectic of repression and excess from the
Valentino character to all levels of mise-en-scene and cinematography. Exotic
costumes, oriental decor, and desert landscape provoke a sensuality of vision
which constantly undermines the interest in the development of the narrative.

Extreme long shots show Valentino riding through a sea of sand shaped like
breasts and buttocks; he prefers the skin-folds of his tent to the parental palace,
and he experiences in the allegorical moonlit ruin the pitfalls of adult sexuality,

the threat of castration. Though concealing dangerous abysses, the eroticized
landscape becomes a playground of polymorphous desire, in which the signs of
virility-sables, pistols, cigarettes-remain phallic toys at best. The screen itself
becomes a maternal body, inviting the component drives to revolt against their
subordination. These textured surfaces do not project a realistic space which the
hero, traversing it, would be obligated to subject. Rather, they construct an oneiric

stage which cannot be bothered with perspective and verisimilitude. With a
degree of irreality of which the silent screen was yet capable, Valentino's last
film admits to the reality of a fantasy that assimilates the Oedipal scenario for
its own purposes. Not only does it force the father to identify with the phallic
caprices of his youth, but it even more thoroughly subverts the Oedipal script
in its casting: Valentino himself plays the role of the father in whose mirror
image the son achieves a presumably adult male identity which inevitably-and
barely masked - reveals itself as both narcissistic and incestuous.
The appeal of the Valentino fantasy is certainly regressive, beckoning the
female spectator (to revise Mulvey) beyond the devil of phallic identification into
the deep blue sea of polymorphous perversity. Such an appeal cannot but provoke
the connotation of monstrosity-which the films displace onto figures like the
vamp or the sadomasochistic dwarf in The Son of the Sheik, a vicious caricature
of Orientalism. The threat posed by Valentino's complicity with the woman who
looks, like the affinity of monster and woman in Linda Williams's reading of the
horror film, is not a threat merely of sexual difference but of a different kind of
sexuality, different from the norm of heterosexual, genital sexuality.53 While
playing along with narrative conventions that assert the latter (e.g., the figure

of couple formation), the Valentino films allow their spectators to repeat and
acknowledge the more archaic component drives, reminders of the precarious
constructedness of sexual identity. Moreover, in locating pleasure in the tension-if not excess-of partial libido in relation to genitality, they project a realm of
the erotic as distinct from the socially cultivated ideal of a "healthy sex life."54
To claim a subversive function for polymorphous perversity as such is highly
problematic, as Foucault asserts, given the degree to which disparate sexualities
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themselves have been appropriated by a discourse binding pleasure and power.
It is therefore all the more important to reconsider the historical moment at
which Valentino enters that discourse, marking its conjunction with other dis-

courses, in particular those of social mobility and racial otherness. In a liberal
gesture, Alexander Walker ponders the paradox of the Valentino craze; that is,
that it took place alongside the progressive liberation of American women from
traditional roles: "It was a perverse way of celebrating your sex's emancipation."55
Perverse, yes, but not so paradoxical. As revisionist historians have argued, the

New Woman was usually not as emancipated as her image suggested, and her
access to consumer culture often entailed an underpaid job, loneliness, and social
insecurity or, in the case of married women, the multiple burdens of wage labor,
housework, and childrearing.56 The period's demonstrative obsession with sexual
reform may well confirm Foucault's argument on sexuality as discourse at large;
still, this discourse must have had different implications for women than for men,
or for single working women as compared, for instance, to upper-middle-class
housewives.

However complicit and recuperable in the long run, the Valentino films
articulated the possibility of female desire outside of motherhood and family,
absolving it from Victorian double standards;57 instead, they offered a morality
of passion, an ideal of erotic reciprocity. Moreover, unlike the feminine reaction

to sexual liberation in the shape of Elinor Glyn (the Edwardian novelist who
invented the "it" girl), Valentino did not render the erotic a matter of social
etiquette to be rehearsed by the aspiring female subject.58 Rather, in focusing

pleasure on a male protagonist of ambiguous and deviant identity, he appealed
to those who most strongly felt the effects-freedom as well as frustration--of
transition and liminality, the precariousness of a social mobility predicated on
consumerist ideology.
If the Valentino films had no other critical function, they did present, by

way of negation, a powerful challenge to myths of masculinity in American
culture between the wars. The heroes of the American screen were men of action,

like Douglas Fairbanks or William S. Hart, whose energy and determination was
only enhanced by a certain lack of social graces, especially toward women. Even
the more romantic stars, like Richard Barthelmess or John Barrymore, seemed
to owe their good looks to a transcendent spirituality rather than anything related
to their bodies and sexuality. Valentino not only inaugurated an explicitly sexual

discourse on male beauty, but he also undercut standards of instrumental rationality that were culturally associated with masculine behavior; his resistance
to expectations of everyday pragmatism, his swerving from the matter-of-fact
and reasonable, may after all account for his subterranean popularity with male
moviegoers, whether homosexual or heterosexual.
But Valentino's otherness cannot be explained exclusively in terms of masculinity and its discontents. Beyond the feminine connotations of his persona,

his appeal was that of a "stranger." Whatever distinguished previous and contemporary male stars from each other, they were all Americans; that is, they did
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not display any distinct ethnic features other than those that were already naturalized as American. Valentino, however, bore the stigma of the first-generation,

non-Anglo-Saxon immigrant-and was cast accordingly. He began his career as
a seducer/villain of dark complexion, male counterpart of the figure of the vamp.

When female audiences adopted him, despite the moral/racist injunction, he
developed the persona of the Latin Lover, marketed as a blend of sexual vitality
and romantic courtship. It is not surprising, then, that the paragons of virility
responded to the threat he posed in a strongly nativist tone.59 Yet more systematically, the films themselves both thematized and contained the scandal of his
otherness through a recurrent pattern of the double identity mentioned earliera pattern which has to be read as a textual symptom of the repression of racial
difference.
Valentino's darker self is ostensibly Southern European, somewhat redeemed
by a veneer of French manners; in the context of American cinema and American
culture, however, he could not have escaped the discursive economy of race and

sex, encapsulated in the fear and repressed desire of miscegenation.60 Sexual
paranoia toward black men, rampant since the mid-1890s, reached a new pitch
during the 1920s, precipitated by the imagined effects of women's sexual liberation. In terms of this economy, Valentino would have thrived on the fascination

with the mulatto, a figure notoriously inscribed with sexual excess (cf. The Birth

of a Nation), while historically inseparable from the white masters' abuse of
black women. Whether or not Valentino touched upon that particular nerve, the

connotation of racial otherness was masked by a discourse of exoticism-the
Arab sheik, the Indian rajah, the Latin-American gaucho-allowing the female
spectator to indulge in the fantasy at a safe distance. Sure enough, the respective
narratives reveal the passionate Arab to be of British descent, like Tarzan, just

as the lascivious gaucho in The Four Horsemen proves himself worthy of his
French blood by dying on the field of honor. In such operations of fascination
and disavowal, the Valentino films illustrate the ambivalence and fetishism characteristic of all racial stereotypes, the interdependence of racial and sexual difference.61 At the same time, they mark a historical shift-if not, considering the

force of repression provoked, an accidental leap or lapse-which enforced a
transvaluation of the taboo and thus its partial recognition, albeit under the guise
of the exotic.

Postscript. Some afterthoughts on the psycho-social enigma posed by the cult
of Valentino seem appropriate here. While we may speculate on the appeal of
the Valentino persona for both a textually and historically constructed female

spectator, the massive impact of this appeal and the social forms it assumed
remain quite mysterious. Roland Barthes speaks of the cult of the Valentinian
face: "truly feminine Bacchanalia which all over the world were dedicated to
the memory of a collectively revealed beauty."62 Inevitably, however, such Dionysian rites are contaminated by the mechanisms of the mass media; the voyeuristic and fetishistic aspects of the Valentino excesses cannot be explained away.
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How could millions of women have indulged in such specifically male perversions?

Barthes may ascribe the cult of Velentino to the aura of his face ("visage" vs.
"figure"); yet for Valentino himself and his female admirers it was certainly no
less a cult of his body. In scores of publicity stills Valentino posed working out
seminude, and in Blood and Sand and Monsieur Beaucaire he insisted on dressing
scenes that would display individual parts of his body (note the close-up of his

foot in Blood and Sand). Such exhibitionism, given the mechanisms of the
apparatus, cannot escape fetishization: the male body, in its entire beauty, assumes

the function of a phallic substitute. The more desperately Valentino himself
emphasized attributes of physical prowess and virility, the more perfectly he
played the part of the male impersonator, brilliant counterpart to the female
"female" impersonators of the American screen such as Mae West or the vamps
of his own films.

For the history of American cinema, on the threshold of its classical period,

Valentino represents a unique instance of subversive irony-in that the commodity marketed as an idol of virility should have proven its success in the shape

of a phallic fetish, a symbol of the missing penis. Valentino's miraculous career
as a male impersonator illuminates the basic discrepancy between the penis and
its symbolic representation, the phallus, thus revealing the male subject's position

within the symbolic order as based upon a misreading of anatomy.6 If women's
fascination with Valentino, on whatever level of consciousness, expressed a recognition of that discrepancy, their massive and collective identification with this
peculiar fetish also, and not least, asserted the claim to share in the reputation
and representation of phallic power.

In the interaction with female audiences, moreover, the fetishization of
Valentino's body assumed forms of theatricality which tended to subvert the
mechanisms of separation intrinsic to cinematic voyeurism and fetishism. His
female fans actively assailed the barriers that classical cinema was engaged in
reaffirming, taking the star system more literally than the institution might have

intended, while the media on their part shortcircuited the dialectics of public
and private for the narrative of Valentino's life. Once women had found a fetish
of their own, they were not content with merely gazing at it, but strove actually
to touch it. Moreover, they expected him to reciprocate their fetishistic devotion:

Valentino received intimate garments in the mail with the request to kiss and
return them (which he did). The cult of Valentino's body finally extended to his
corpse and led to the notorious necrophilic excesses: Valentino's last will specifying
that his body be exhibited to his fans provoked a fetishistic run for buttons of
his suit, or at least candles and flowers from the funeral home.6 The collective

mise-en-scene of fainting spells, hysterical grief, and, to be accurate, a few
suicides, cannot be reduced to a mere spectacle of mass-cultural manipulation.
It may be read, among other things, as a kind of rebellion, a desperate protest
against the passivity and one-sidedness with which patriarchal cinema supports
the subordinate position of women in the gender hierarchy. In such a reading,
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even the commercially distorted manifestation of female desire might articulate

a utopian claim-to have the hollow promises of screen happiness be released
into the mutuality of erotic practice.
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