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 Feminist Filmmaking on Television
Lacan, Phallic Enjoyment, and Jane Campion’s Top of the Lake

HILARY NERONI

Jane Campion’s series Top of the Lake (season 1, 2013) and Top of the 
Lake: China Girl (season 2, 2017) mark her second foray into television 
since An Angel at My Table (1990). Th ey reveal once again that television 
is a medium that accommodates Campion’s long- time career concerns 
exceedingly well, especially her interest in narratives that wander as they 
follow the main female protagonist’s passions. Taking full advantage of 
television’s serial potential, Campion chases down not only multiple nar-
rative strands but also the desires of Robin Griffi  n (Elizabeth Moss). Put-
ting a woman at the center of a detective series also fi ts with Campion’s 
long career of fi lms that have women characters driving the narrative. In 
both seasons, Robin is a detective trying to solve a case while also trying 
to solve a mystery in her personal life. Both of these narrative threads 
become necessarily entwined at diff erent points throughout the season. 
Robin’s specialty is crimes against young women, especially of a sexual 
nature. Her defi ning feature, like that of every Campion hero, is her driv-
ing passion, in this case, for her work as a detective.

It is not just that she is good at her job but that the passion she has for 
her job dictates the contours of her life. When chasing down a mystery, 
she can think of little else, and the other aspects of life— romance, family, 
health, even food— become less important. In the episode “Th e Loved 
One,” for example, Robin has just met her daughter, whom she gave up 
for adoption.1 Th e pathologist working on Robin’s case calls her to his 
home in the evening to tell her about something strange he has found. 
Instead of wanting to hear the information, she uncharacteristically 
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shares that she just met her daughter and shows him a photo. He seems 
excited and then tells her the information that he discovered about the 
case: the fetus in the deceased victim’s body doesn’t match the mother’s 
DNA. Robin leaves but then halfway down the hallway turns back and 
calls the pathologist out and tells him excitedly that she has just realized 
that the fetus was a surrogate baby. Th e pathologist is impressed but then 
kindly suggests that Robin come in for a drink. As a viewer, it is a touch-
ing moment, and you feel a wave of relief for Robin that someone has 
reached out to her. She grabs his head, kisses his forehead, and says, “Not 
now, I’m working,” as she walks off  with a glow to her and a bounce in 
her step. Robin’s passion for her job is a passion that outstrips everything 
else in her life.

Th is type of female passion has been a trope in most of Campion’s 
fi lms. Campion’s heroes include writers, pianists, and teachers, but they 
are all women whose passions express who they are and dictate the shape 
of the fi lm. Robin, however, is Campion’s fi rst female detective, and she 
is utterly committed to her passion for the job. As in the example given 
above, it is clear that Robin’s passion also allows her to avoid diffi  culties 
in her private life. Th is is also a trope in Campion’s fi lms, but each Top of 
the Lake season and each fi lm demonstrate that what appears to be wom-
en avoiding private diffi  culties (family problems, children, past traumas) 
is instead an ethical commitment to their passion. Th e private eventually 
bends to the will of these passionate heroines. It is still unusual to see a 
central female character whose passion outstrips all for her, but Cam-
pion takes this one step further and leaves her main female characters 
within a community or family. Oft en, high- powered, passionate women 
do not have to continually deal with family or community; for Campion’s 
heroines, however, this is precisely the point. In fact, Campion seems 
most interested in seeing how the family or community responds to such 
a woman. Not surprisingly, the reaction is not always positive, but this 
still does not deter the woman from her passion. For example, in An An-
gel at My Table Janet keeps writing even though her family wants her to 
act diff erently, her teacher puts her in a psychiatric hospital, and so on. 
In Th e Piano (1993), Ada (Holly Hunter) risks everything (her child, her 
position in life, and even her limbs) to continue playing the piano.

Campion’s heroines are heroines of the drive. Th ey have found the 
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object of their own drive and committed to it. In most of Campion’s 
fi lms, this oft en results in subtle and not- so- subtle disruptions to the 
traditional patriarchal family structure. Aft er all, women in a traditional 
family structure are supposed to barely cater to their own desire let alone 
commit to a passion of the drive. Th e result can be devastating, such as in 
Holy Smoke (1999), when Ruth (Kate Winslett) exposes her father’s aff air 
because he disturbs her passionate quest for religious enlightenment, or 
in In the Cut (2003), where Frannie’s (Meg Ryan) passionate search for 
poetry and sensuality leads her and her sister into harm’s way. Campion 
heroines are at times passionate about things that may seem mundane 
to other people (Frannie’s passion for subway poetry and found words, 
Ada’s passion for playing piano only for herself and not for a proscribed 
audience, and so on) and do not end in grand productions.2 Top of the 
Lake’s Robin is in this way a quintessential Campion heroine. Her pas-
sion for her job pushes her life forward and remains the only thing in her 
life that lights up her face and her heart. As in her other fi lms, Campion 
is also interested in what eff ect this has on those around her heroine. 
Th ough Campion’s other fi lms and television series have depicted wom-
en in male- oriented professions (writing, piano playing, etc.), the women 
are usually extracted from the center of these potential industries so that 
the only communities we see reacting to their passion and their choices 
are their family and sometimes the educational system.

Top of the Lake enters new territory because Campion has placed her 
passionate heroine of the drive in a profession (police detective) domi-
nated by men and surrounded by the institutions of law enforcement. 
Campion imagines the eff ect that a passionate heroine of the drive could 
have on such a male- dominated space. Th is is enhanced by the fact that 
Robin is a detective of sexual crimes perpetrated mostly on young wom-
en. In both seasons, she investigates a crime against a young female (rape 
and murder, respectively). Th e eff ect of putting a female detective, who is 
passionate about her job above all else, in the midst of a male- dominated 
police force reveals many of the inherent sexist structures that exist in 
policing and in society at large. For example, in both seasons, which fea-
ture two diff erent police departments, Robin is constantly being asked 
out, having passes made at her, or being fl irted with. It is as if the men in 
her offi  ce cannot see her as anything but a possible date. Th ere are only 



intertexts   21.1–2 · spring–fall 2017118

one or two men in either space that just treat her as a colleague rather 
than make reference to her as a sexualized woman or ask her out. Addi-
tionally, the men in the departments are oft en callous in their responses 
to the female victims whom Robin investigates. For example, in “Episode 
1,” when Robin speaks to the Sargent Detective about her concerns over 
returning the young, pregnant girl to her home of men, the detective 
says, “Well, she can’t get any more pregnant,” which clearly suggests that 
he does not care about the statutory rape that led to her pregnancy nor 
any possible repetition of it.3

Campion does not stop there. Robin’s drive within this male space 
results in Robin following a path that leads to sexual crimes. In doing 
this, she ends up also investigating why men would enjoy sexual assault. 
Are these acts even sexual? Are they about power? Who would commit 
such a crime? In solving the crime, Robin has to explore why men would 
sexually harass, assault, or murder women. She oft en discovers that the 
men involved are doing what they enjoy, and she has to examine that 
enjoyment. Ultimately, she discovers what Jacques Lacan calls phallic en-
joyment, an enjoyment with a specifi c structure and object. In Top of the 
Lake, then, Robin detects— as we see through the form of the fi lm and 
the narrative structure— the potential violence of phallic enjoyment and 
the way phallic enjoyment creates certain symbolic structures, commu-
nities, and restrictions on women within patriarchy.

A Failed Enjoyment

Enjoyment holds a key philosophical place in the psychoanalytic lexi-
con. It marks an animation of the intersection of knowledge and desire. 
Lacan locates enjoyment in relation to signifi cation. For Lacan, phallic 
enjoyment relates to the signifi er, whereas feminine enjoyment arises out 
of the Real. In other words, feminine enjoyment arises where there is no 
signifi er, in the gaps between signifi ers. As Alenka Zupencic explains, 
“Th is enjoyment appears at the place of the lack in knowledge, it ap-
pears because there is nothing to know there.”4 In this sense, feminine 
enjoyment can have a destabilizing eff ect on the signifying system be-
cause it marks where knowledge lacks and can thus put that knowledge 
into question. Phallic enjoyment, however, appears exactly where there 
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is knowledge. Enjoying the signifi er seems like it should be a fulfi lling 
endeavor, but in the end phallic enjoyment falls short. Its failure relates 
to the nature of the signifi er and its capacity for delivering enjoyment. 
In other words, phallic enjoyment both comes to life through the signi-
fi er and is constrained by the signifi er. Enlivened through signifi cation, 
phallic enjoyment is clearly tied to the ideology out of which it ema-
nates, which is why in our society it is most oft en tied to the structure of 
patriarchy.

Signifi cation itself, Lacan argues, is based on a system that originates 
from a signifi er without a signifi ed, a signifi er without any meaning but 
around which the whole system is structured.5 In patriarchy, this signi-
fi er without a signifi ed is the phallus. As the master signifi er, the phallus 
signifi es both male power and the impossibility of this power. Patriarchal 
signifi cation then shapes enjoyment during the sex act, during which the 
enjoyment of the organ supersedes the encounter with the other. Th is 
is classic phallic enjoyment, which is why when discussing the sex act, 
Lacan theorizes that the barrier that prevents the man from engaging 
with the other with whom he is having sex is phallic enjoyment.6 Th e 
enjoyment of the organ is the enjoyment of the fantasy of completing the 
master signifi er, the phallus. Th e subject’s relation to the master signifi er 
informs the fantasy structure that supports sexual enjoyment.

Th is fantasy structure proposes an object that would serve as the 
missing piece completing the impossible- to- complete signifi cation. Th is 
missing piece is precisely what phallic enjoyment enjoys. But this is why 
phallic enjoyment is necessarily a failed enjoyment. Th e missing piece 
exists only as a fantasy object. It has no real existence, a fact that reduces 
phallic enjoyment to an imaginary status. Because it attempts to confi ne 
itself to the signifi er and disdains the Real, phallic enjoyment ends up 
stuck in the imaginary.

Th e diff erence between phallic and feminine enjoyment depends on 
the starting point. If one starts with the master signifi er, then one’s enjoy-
ment is tied to trying to complete the signifying chain. In other words, 
the master signifi er has no signifi ed, and in phallic enjoyment we think 
we have found the master “signifi ed.” We enjoy the fantasy of complet-
ing the signifying chain. Th is is why Lacan suggests that phallic enjoy-
ment remains a masturbatory enjoyment, or as he calls it, “the jouissance 
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of the idiot.”7 It is wholly contained by one signifi er— or organ, object, 
etc.— and succeeds and then fails in relation to that signifi er. Since it is 
not tied to any Other, there is no sense to this enjoyment, despite its tie 
to the symbolic order, which is the order of sense.

Campion’s Top of the Lake pushes the viewer to recognize the way that 
certain men and male communities in patriarchy have taken the woman 
as the object of their phallic enjoyment. Phallic enjoyment of the woman 
would require turning her into a phallic object rather than engaging with 
her as a fi gure of lack. In this way, the fantasy structure surrounding phal-
lic enjoyment equates the woman with the phallus. Within this structure, 
the woman becomes a substance like the sexual organ that could be the 
signifi ed of the master signifi er. It is a fantasy of the woman as not lack-
ing and thus completely knowable. Th is degradation of the woman turns 
the woman from a lacking and divided subject into a positive object. 
Moreover, transforming the woman into the object of phallic enjoyment 
makes her knowable, containable, controllable, buyable, reifi ed, and so 
on. In the end, however, this remains an impossible project; the woman’s 
lack cannot be stamped out. Th e whole project of sexist society then is 
an impossible one: to eliminate the woman’s lack. Even this makes sense 
within the logic of phallic enjoyment because phallic enjoyment always 
fails in the end. It is an imaginary stage in which the gaps of the symbolic 
are fi lled in by the fantasy of the woman as an enjoyable object.

Phallic Communities

By focusing on detecting male enjoyment of sexual crimes, Top of the 
Lake allows us to see that when phallic enjoyment takes women as its 
object, there are disastrous consequences, consequences women have 
been battling throughout the history of patriarchal society. As the object 
of phallic enjoyment, women become the object of a specifi c form of 
violence. Campion’s Top of the Lake series powerfully exposes the vio-
lence toward women that arises when phallic enjoyment takes women 
as its object. Moreover, she explores the way that male communities are 
at times formed around this bond of phallic enjoyment. Both seasons 
explore violence toward women, especially young women. In order to 
fi nd out who perpetrated the crime, Robin has to investigate the men 
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associated with the young women she is investigating. Th e bread crumbs 
she has to follow to solve these crimes are ones attached to phallic enjoy-
ment shared by a group of men.

Th e fi rst season of Top of the Lake follows Robin’s return to her own 
town of Laketop, New Zealand. She has taken some personal time from 
her job as a detective in Sydney, Australia, to see her mother who is dying 
of cancer. When she arrives home, however, she is immediately called in 
to consult on a case of a 12- year- old girl, Tui Mitcham (Jacqueline Joe), 
who has tried to hurt herself by walking into a freezing lake because she 
is pregnant. Not having a specialist in the department, the local police 
reach out to Robin for help in the case. Robin agrees to help right away, 
almost relieved to have something to occupy her, but also because she 
becomes passionate about helping Tui. Robin’s passion becomes nuanced 
by the revelation that she herself had been gang raped in her hometown 
when she was a teenager. It becomes clear that she chose her profession 
in part because of this trauma, which was never handled correctly by her 
family, the police, or this very community.

Robin begins her investigation of who raped Tui with Tui’s criminal 
father and brothers. Matt Mitcham (Peter Mullan), Tui’s father, seems 
to fi t the traditional idea of a criminal. He runs a drug business with his 
sons out of his house, he murders someone who lets him down, and he 
is generally crude and violent. Both seasons of Top of the Lake present 
two types of male communities: one criminal and one within law en-
forcement. Both seasons also present the criminal community fi rst and 
code them as dangerous, noxious, and clearly deplorable. But in the end 
the law enforcement community reveals itself to be just as involved in 
phallic enjoyment and sometimes in the crimes themselves.

Indeed, at the end of season one, Robin discovers that it is the po-
lice offi  cer, Al Parker (David Wenham), whom she had relied on to help 
her with the investigation who actually committed the crime with some 
of his friends. Th rough his access to the proceedings as one of the in-
vestigators, Parker successfully throws Robin off  the track of him and 
his friends by faking information that it was Matt Mitcham who raped 
his daughter. But as everyone relaxes, Robin fi nds a surprising clue that 
prompts her to return to Parker’s house looking for Tui. She fi nds Tui 
there waking up from a drugged stupor and two of Parker’s associates in 
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the basement dragging drugged out teenagers in front of cameras, taking 
their clothes off , and fi lming them. It is understood that Parker and his 
friends have been drugging these local at- risk teens and using them to 
make sex tapes. It’s important to the series that he was not acting alone. 
Th e men bonded over their desire to take these teens as objects of their 
phallic enjoyment as they committed these acts together. Even though 
phallic enjoyment is masturbatory, it is oft en dependent on a group of 
men. Th e series reveals the way that phallic enjoyment depends on a real 
or imaginary audience of other men to validate the object choice as truly 
representative of the patriarchal order.

Matt Mitcham, his sons, and the policemen involved in the crime cre-
ate communities structured around a phallic enjoyment of the woman as 
its object. A male community built around the phallic enjoyment of the 
woman as its object is oft en a violent community (whether physically or 
structurally violent). Violence arises as a response to the inadequacy of 
phallic enjoyment in relation to the woman. Th e woman can never real-
ly be taken as a proper object of phallic enjoyment because she doesn’t 
actually complete signifi cation. If phallic enjoyment is destined to fail 
anyway, taking the woman as the object of phallic enjoyment intensifi es 
the failure because her actual being completely contradicts her status as 
the perfect fantasy object. Th e real woman suff ers violence because she 
does not provide the answer that the fantasy promises.

Th e ideological patriarchal fantasy of the woman as object of phallic 
jouissance sets the stage for such desire. Films, television, advertising, 
and even social structures provide the environment within which the 
woman as object of phallic enjoyment is presented as a viable avenue for 
desire. Th e woman, however, can never actually fi t this role. Violence 
then is oft en a response to the revelation that ideology has misled us or 
that the symbolic has gaps, incomprehensible fi ssures in its otherwise 
solid seeming presentation. Violence toward the woman herself who has 
failed to fi t the role of the fantasy object is an all too common response, 
one that Campion details in this series both in the fate of the central vic-
tim and in the experience of many of the women throughout the series 
(Tui, the women who have moved to Paradise, Robin herself, Robin’s 
biological daughter, the Th ai women in the brothel— every one of these 
women has been a victim of male violence).
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In the second season, Top of the Lake: China Girl, Robin has returned 
to Sydney to her old job. She appears to be melancholic and broken 
from her experiences in the fi rst season, and it is unclear how she will 
fi nd her way until a new case literally washes ashore in the form of a 
dead young woman in a suitcase. In this plot point, the series employs 
arguably one of the most common tropes of the detective fi ction: the 
mystery of the dead girl. Th e fi rst episode begins and ends with the dead 
girl, Cinnamon (Th ien Huong Th i Ngyuen).8 It begins with a scene in 
which the brothel manager, Dang (Ling Cooper Tang), and her helper, 
Bootie (Kim Gyngell), throw the suitcase in the ocean, and it ends with 
the suitcase washing ashore and Robin opening it. Th e beginning scene 
is particularly evocative as Dang and Bootie drag the suitcase to the edge 
of a cliff , which hangs over the ocean. Th e area that they drag the body 
through is a graveyard that goes all the way to the edge of the ocean. In 
this scene, as in many others throughout the series, the mise- en- scène 
reiterates the themes and emotions of the scene. In this case, death, which 
fl ows off  the edges of the frame in the repeated gravestones, pervades the 
mise- en- scène, haunting the characters for the rest of the series. When 
Bootie shoves the suitcase over, the case gets stuck right before the edge, 
and Bootie has to take some risk to shimmy close to the edge and push it 
again, as if the suitcase is a reminder— or a remainder— that refuses to be 
hidden. Once the case falls into the ocean, the scene cuts to a shot under 
water as the case slowly descends and bubbles ascend. Th e murky, dark 
blue- green ocean shot harkens back to a similar shot in Campion’s Th e 
Piano when a rope accidentally pulls Ada, the fi lm’s hero, into the depths 
of the ocean. Th e haunting scene with Ada’s voiceover suggests that her 
potential death was almost a relief to her. Th e quiet of the ocean and 
the immanence of her own death allow for an instantaneous moment 
of deep refl ection that propels her into a will to live. For Campion, the 
ocean is a dangerous place, but one that cannot contain the trauma of 
female subjectivity. Ada resurfaces to continue her commitment to the 
drive; in Top of the Lake, though Cinnamon has died, her body resurfaces 
and thus demands attention.

By focusing the second season on the mystery of a dead girl, Campion 
enters a cultural conversation perhaps to comment on previous methods 
of representation of dead female bodies. Episodes of Law and Order, CSI, 
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Criminal Minds, Th e Killing, Pretty Little Liars, Th e Tunnel, Twin Peaks, 
and True Detective all put a dead girl at the center of their investigation.9 
Th e dead female body remains intriguing to artists and critics alike. It 
has a special elevated status in the history of mystery narratives. Edgar 
Allen Poe, for example, is famous for saying that “the death of a beautiful 
woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world.”10 Th e 
question here is, why? Why would the death of a beautiful woman be 
an especially poetical topic over say the death of a man or the death of 
a woman who is not so beautiful? Here I would suggest that the word 
“beautiful” further anchors the woman as an object of phallic enjoyment 
because female beauty in patriarchy is an essential part of the fantasy of 
the types of women who are supposed to deliver the greatest quantity of 
enjoyment.

Th e more “beautiful” the woman, the more she is considered an object 
of phallic enjoyment. In a discussion of the television series Twin Peaks, 
critic Sarah Marshall has mused that a dead woman inspires poetics be-
cause she is the ultimate passive female upon whom one can project any 
personality or desires. She argues, “A dead woman is utterly incapable of 
off ering up even the most cursory contradiction to the narratives that 
entomb her as readily as any casket.”11 For this reason, Campion creates a 
female detective whose talent is actually discovering as close to the vic-
tim’s truth as possible. When she fi rst opens the suitcase in the episode 
“Paradise Sold,” Robin peers into the case and says, “Hello, darling, want 
to tell me what you saw?”12 For this scene, Campion chooses to veer away 
from the tradition of showing the dead female’s naked body. Instead, she 
only hints at it through the reaction of the people who see it. Robin also 
takes two photos of the body, which is the only way the viewer sees it— 
very briefl y on the small screen of her camera in the middle of a larger 
frame of the suitcase and the beach. Th e images go by quite fast, and 
neither of the photos is of the woman’s naked body, as they focus instead 
on her head. Th is is an important formal choice by Campion because it 
resists the traditional way of television series and fi lms, which not only 
show the naked dead body but oft en inspect it with the camera. Th is 
choice to present the woman’s naked body as a spectacle either where it 
is found or in the morgue further attempts to objectify the dead woman. 
Campion, however, does not show the victim’s body, so that the moment 
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the body is revealed, Robin speaks to her as if she is a subject. Th is re-
animates her in a certain way, turning her fantasized object status into 
an actual lacking subject. Th is is an important aspect of Robin’s talent. 
She immediately is drawn to thinking about the female victim as subject; 
even Robin’s facial expression is that of someone who is in the presence 
of a live subject, not a dead object of phallic jouissance. Robin almost 
smiles and her eyes are wide as if anticipating a response when she asks, 
“Want to tell me what you saw?”

Th e dead body as a cast- aside thing reveals the crime, but the dead 
body as subject suggests the potential to shed light on why this crime oc-
curred and to expose the phallic enjoyment. Th is is why Top of the Lake 
spends so much time having Robin trying to fi gure out not only how the 
crime happened but why it happened. What led up to the crime? In this 
way, the woman’s death functions like the return of the repressed. When 
discussing Poe’s statement, Marita Nadal Blasco argues that the dead girl 
actually reinstates men’s fears, saying, “Th e woman’s death entails not the 
annihilation of the men’s neuroses but, ironically, their return in a more 
compulsive and terrifying form.”13 To expand upon Blasco’s idea, I would 
argue that the dead female body can be a moment of object spectacle, but 
it also signifi es an even more horrendous return of the failure of phallic 
enjoyment and the presence of the lacking subject.

Robin’s own awakening when on the trail of a case is partly what af-
fects the viewer’s relationship to the victim. When Robin is called in for 
the case, she immediately comes to life as she works to solve this mystery. 
Cinnamon, the young woman in the suitcase, is a Th ai woman who lived 
in Sydney and worked as a prostitute. Prostitution is, of course, the ulti-
mate expression of phallic enjoyment as women are literally bought and 
sold as pure fantasy objects. Campion is particularly interested in what 
men who pay for prostitutes have in common, and in this second season 
she depicts a group of men who come together specifi cally to bond over 
their exploits with prostitutes.

Th e scene features a group of young men (in their twenties and thir-
ties) gathered together around several tables in a local coff ee shop.14 Th ey 
are mostly white, and they are dressed like contemporary hipsters. Most 
of them have beards, mustaches, and longish hair; they are wearing t- 
shirts and jeans, or are dressed as if they just came from work. Campion 



intertexts   21.1–2 · spring–fall 2017126

returns to this scene throughout the series. Th ey clearly meet here to-
gether oft en for camaraderie. What is unusual is that they meet to dis-
cuss and rate the prostitutes that they have been with from several local 
brothels. Th e part of this scene that ties specifi cally into the plot of the 
series is that one of the young men, Brett (Lincoln Vickery), was partic-
ularly attached to Cinnamon, the young woman who has died and was a 
prostitute at one of the places that these men all frequented. He tries to 
help the police investigation at one point and then in the end goes down 
to the brothel to try to shoot those who may have had a hand in Cin-
namon’s murder, aft er which he himself becomes a wanted man by the 
police. Brett’s involvement in the case doesn’t happen until the end of the 
series, so until then the viewer doesn’t have a clear idea of how the scenes 
with the hipster men in the coff ee shop are linked to the larger plot. In-
stead of interacting with this scene purely for plot, the viewer engages 
with what the scene itself is about: specifi cally, the impact of encounter-
ing all these young men happily discussing and rating prostitutes.

Th e scene begins with a medium shot that includes two of the men 
in focus in the foreground and some of the others out of focus behind 
them. What is especially present and in focus are their laptops, which 
they are all looking at, in particular, one laptop screen in the lower right- 
hand corner reveals that they are looking at sexually explicit photos of 
young Asian women on brothel sites. Th e fi rst image we see is of a young 
woman with a translucent white cut- off  shirt and skimpy white pant-
ies. She is touching her crotch and looking suggestively into the camera. 
Th e photos that we see on their screens become more and more sugges-
tive throughout the scene. Th e rest of the coff ee shop in the background 
seems to be a normal bright cheery coff ee and lunch place with young, 
mixed gender clientele. Th is is important because instead of this scene 
taking place in a dingy bar or even a dark and ominous coff ee shop, it 
takes place in a bright, beautiful space (with cream and white on the 
walls, high ceilings, and windows that let in lots of light). Th e ambiance 
is modern chic with funky lights in the background and other young, 
clean- cut- looking hipsters populating the rest of the coff ee shop. Al-
though what the men are doing stands out, they don’t necessarily stand 
out from this environment. Campion employs this mise- en- scène to em-
phasize that this male group, and what they are doing, is no longer some 
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seedy, back- alley activity. It now has its place right in the middle of the 
public space. Campion shows that this display of phallic enjoyment is no 
longer the obscene underside of ideology; it has become mainstream. In 
many ways, this image of a group of men bonding over their judgment 
of these women as prostitutes can stand in for contemporary practices 
of watching porn and sharing pornographic images that have become 
so prevalent in contemporary society. Additionally, it is a key part of 
the story that the women are all Th ai. While prostitution is legal in Syd-
ney, there are many illegal brothels as well, especially where women are 
brought in from other countries and held there until they pay back im-
possible sums of money. Th eir otherness becomes part of what makes 
them acceptable as objects of phallic enjoyment and their plight invisible 
to mainstream society.

During the scene, the friends bond over their evaluation of the women 
in these explicit images. One friend says, “How about Mimi?” Th e ring 
leader of the group replies, “Mimi, mate, cannot recommend. I mean let’s 
be fair great body, B plus, B double plus, but bad attitude.” During these 
comments, Campion pans over the image of one of these women on the 
laptop. Th e ring leader goes on to explain that when with her one time 
she kissed him without tongue and then gave him a “one- dimensional” 
blow job. Th roughout these scenes, the friends rate the women by grad-
ing them or putting comments on their webpage, such as “Steep learning 
curve, Good nat. rack.” In this way, they rate them as if they are a product 
that you would describe and rate on Amazon. Th e women are doubly 
reifi ed as they are not present, and then they are being rated and pur-
chased on the internet. Th ey exist as products for the men and objects of 
their phallic enjoyment, an enjoyment simultaneously masturbatory and 
performed in common.

Th e moment anything reminds the men of the women’s possible ex-
istence outside the fantasy space, they are disgusted. One of them, for 
example, while telling an elaborate story, in which he is rating one young 
woman in particular, explains that he was totally repulsed by a dirty dia-
per left  on the bed, a baby crying in the next room, and the fact that she 
fell off  the bed drunk. All aspects that suggest she is a subject with a child 
and desires that are not being met so that she has to be drunk to perform 
her duties. But this man recoups his own phallic enjoyment by saying 
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that you can’t beat her for enthusiasm and that she really loves sex. On 
the one hand, he doesn’t recognize the truth of her existence even though 
the signs are right in front of him; instead these signs simply denigrate 
the woman as fantasy object. On the other hand, he is desperately willing 
to accept the fi ction that she presents of herself as enjoying sex with him 
so that he can secure her as an object of his phallic enjoyment.

Additionally, all of these conversations about their phallic enjoyment 
are what bonds them as friends into this group and defi nes the group as 
especially masculine. In this particular case, which acts as a larger com-
mentary on contemporary society, turning the woman into the object of 
phallic enjoyment defi nes masculinity. Th e real object of this enjoyment 
is not the women at all but the other men. Th ey enjoy sitting around the 
café and comparing notes infi nitely more than the actual sex acts with 
the women. Th is places masculinity and its phallic enjoyment constantly 
in danger. Th e others might reveal and unman them at any time. At one 
point the ring leader of the group singles out one of the group for his 
high voice and encourages him to try to speak with a deeper voice. Of 
course, the implication is that a deeper voice would be more masculine.

Th is group also bonds over their shared knowledge that what they 
are doing might not be totally accepted, though Campion does reveal 
its mainstream nature through the mise- en- scène. Th e bond derives 
from their idea that there is some transgression in turning the women, 
in such a blatant way, into phallic objects. Campion brilliantly illustrates 
this by having them lower their laptop screens every time the waitress 
comes over to check whether they need any other food or drinks. Th ey 
talk about women as phallic objects in obscene ways, and then they all 
stop and lower the laptops that are facing the waitress as she approaches. 
Th ere are two other important aspects to this part of the scene. Campi-
on juxtaposes the waitress with the images of the women on the laptop 
screens within the same frame. As the waitress approaches, Campion 
frames the group from over the shoulders of the men on the other side 
of the table. Because the waitress can’t see their laptops, they don’t fold 
them down, and when the laptops are left  open from that angle, the wait-
ress is within the same frame as the women on the computer screens.

Th is formal choice by Campion allows the viewer to see the way that 
once the men are fully immersed in taking women as the object of their 
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phallic enjoyment, then every woman becomes folded into this status. In 
addition, one could read this as a metaphorical critique of the eff ect that 
internet porn has on real relationships, since it is made clear in repeated 
scenes that the men are afraid to ask the waitress out. Th e series also 
suggests that they have somewhat pathetic lives. For example, Brett still 
lives with his mother even though he is in his twenties. In this and the 
other scenes like this, Campion clearly critiques the internet porn indus-
try and the eff ect it might have on young men for whom it sets a fantasy 
stage for phallic enjoyment in the ultimate masturbatory scenario.

In the case that drives the second season, the death of Cinnamon is 
resolved at the end when we learn that she has killed herself. One of the 
women in the brothel comments that Cinnamon was always crying, so 
the viewer is led to believe that she was miserable and found her current 
situation unbearable. Th e women also comment that sex work is hard, 
unpleasant work, and once you begin there is no going back. Addition-
ally, Cinnamon was pregnant with a baby implanted by a couple crazed 
to have a biological baby and bypass all legal methods that either hadn’t 
worked or went too slowly for them.

In the second season, the series also extends its critique to a diff erent 
kind of phallic enjoyment. Phallic enjoyment is certainly not exclusively 
a male domain nor is it exclusively within the sex act.15 Robin’s investiga-
tion into Cinnamon’s death leads her to investigate not only the phallic 
enjoyment of the men who frequent the brothels but also that of the 
couples who seem to take both their unborn babies and the women car-
rying them as objects of a desperate phallic enjoyment. Th ough certainly 
there would be a way to enact a gestational carrier or a surrogacy without 
phallic enjoyment, the couples depicted in this series have tipped over 
into obsessional behavior, as they are crazed to obtain a baby. One wom-
an has even been hospitalized in a psychiatric ward because she cannot 
deal with not being able to become pregnant or obtain a legal surrogate. 
Th ese couples believe that having a biological baby will fi x and complete 
the symbolic order. By not being able to get pregnant, they have come 
face to face with the inadequacies of patriarchal ideas about parenthood 
as their symbolic status within patriarchy seems to be unraveling.

In the face of this ideological failure— in which the failure of biology 
reveals the holes in the symbolic— these couples have turned the baby 
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and the carrier into objects they feel they must have in order to complete 
their lives and have some enjoyment. Like the men frequenting brothels, 
they pay for and believe they own the women and the babies they are 
carrying. Th ey have lost sight of the subjectivity of both the babies and 
the women involved, and in their desperation have turned their goal of 
having a baby and those involved in achieving the goal into objects of 
phallic enjoyment. Seeing the baby and the woman carrying the baby 
as subjects to engage rather than objects to obtain for phallic enjoyment 
might have prevented them from attempting illegal implantation out of 
concern for the conditions and rights of the woman carrying the baby, 
which the series reveals to be quite inhumane. In this way, the series 
continues the critique of phallic enjoyment but complicates the view-
er’s understanding of the many ways it can create violence and injustice 
when you take a person as the object of phallic enjoyment.

Female Responses

Th e series not only looks at men (and sometimes women) who turn 
women into objects of their phallic enjoyment, but also considers how 
women deal with being shoved into this position. Th e female charac-
ters throughout the series reveal both the lengths you have to go to as a 
woman to attempt to avoid the violence of being made into an object of 
phallic enjoyment and the melancholy and trauma that being made into 
such an object produces in women. Top of the Lake, season one, has an 
alternative community of women who are arguably all trying to recover 
from lives in which they had accepted their role as object of phallic en-
joyment. Th e women are all living on a plot of land away from the town 
in huge steel shipping containers where they have created their own ha-
ven on a piece of land literally called “Paradise.”16 All of the women there 
are middle age, and they all have been traumatized by the men in their 
lives. Th ey are broken and damaged but have found solace and support 
in this community of women.

Th eir leader is a woman named GJ (Holly Hunter), who is a kind of 
guru. She is an important counter- fi gure to the woman as phallic object 
because she rejects the symbolic all together. When an angry husband 
who has fl own in and is trying to fi gure out what kind of place she is run-
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ning says, “You’re the teacher,” she replies, “No, no teacher.” Th e women 
there persistently try to install her as the master of their community, as 
their guru, but GJ resists this each time. She therefore resists both being 
an object and being a master, arguably two sides of the same coin. Mas-
ters or gurus put themselves into the position of another potential com-
pletion of the enigmatic master signifi er. We oft en believe in our leaders 
because we think that they will complete the system of signifi cation and 
make everything clear and fair. But leaders never fi ll this role completely 
because they are still lacking human subjects who will inevitably fail sim-
ply because no one can plug the hole in the dam of signifi cation; there is 
always an unstoppable leak. GJ refuses to be the leader and, in this way, 
puts herself in the position of lack. What she does do is stay committed 
to that position of lack, which in turn is what allows the women to begin 
to recover from their various traumatic pasts.

GJ’s refusal to be a guru and her refusal to be an object of phallic 
enjoyment makes her very confusing to the local men. She wears gender- 
neutral long pants and a long- sleeve shirt tucked in, clothes that do not 
emphasize her form. She also wears her very long, grey hair down, and 
it oft en covers her face. She sits and walks with a purpose that suggests 
contemplation and nothing else. When Matt Mitcham comes to Paradise 
to complain that the women stole his land, he sees GJ walking aimlessly 
past and says, “Is she in charge? Is she a she?” He is utterly confused 
by her appearance because she clearly rejects many tenets of patriarchal 
society. She lives on this remote land unconventionally (in shipping 
containers and with few comforts), with no men, and in an enigmatic, 
questioning way. Additionally, she spends her time contemplating noth-
ingness and the unstable points of identity and meaning. As a man fully 
steeped in looking at women as objects of phallic enjoyment, he can-
not even see GJ’s gender. Th is creates an interesting disjunction between 
what the viewer has experienced vis- à- vis GJ and what Matt experiences. 
He cannot see her gender because he has relegated women to a certain 
object status, and she categorically refuses this position, which has the 
eff ect of nearly making her invisible to him. Moreover, it has the eff ect of 
confusing gender specifi city, which suggests that blind commitment to 
gender categories also has something to do with the promotion of phallic 
enjoyment.
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Th e eff ect of being turned into an object of phallic enjoyment in pa-
triarchy leaves its mark on all the women who have come to stay there 
with GJ. Even though they have elected to come there to work on recov-
ering from their experiences (at the hands of abusive men), they con-
tinue to obsess about men and talk about going back to their partners; 
one woman even tries to date Matt Mitcham, which doesn’t end well. 
In many ways, this all- female community— held together by a woman 
who doesn’t want to be their leader— presents a way station between the 
structures of patriarchy and the wilderness of New Zealand, which can 
be read as a marker of the Real, that is, a marker of the inadequacies of 
the patriarchal symbolic fi ctions. Campion emphasizes this in the mise- 
en- scène since the women’s shipping containers are clustered together in 
the valley of a large, unpopulated swath of wilderness.

Paradise is on the outer edge of civilization. Campion has Tui stop 
in the women’s camp before she disappears into the wilderness. She sits 
with the women and has an audience with GJ. Tui then goes on to hide 
from everyone in the wilds of the New Zealand mountains that surround 
the women’s patch of Paradise. Th is way station of recovering subjects is 
tenuous, however, and doesn’t off er anyone there any real resolution or 
any prescriptive advice on how to deal with the encroaching male com-
munities. Instead, it is up to the lone female detective to solve the crime 
perpetrated on Tui and thus try to bring some justice for her.

Robin as an individual persists throughout the series as a complicated, 
fl awed, but powerful response to the crimes committed against women. 
She herself, we discover in the fi rst season, was a victim of gang rape as 
a teenager, and much of her demeanor and drive to help stems from this 
traumatic experience. She has a melancholic bearing in the world, and 
this melancholy actually feeds her determination to discover other wom-
en who have been assaulted. About melancholy and mourning, Freud 
argues, “In mourning it is the world which has become poor and empty; 
in melancholia, it is the ego itself.”17 Her melancholy, which is most ap-
parent in the second season, matches Freud’s description almost literally 
at the end of the fi rst season, when she tells GJ, “I don’t know how to 
keep living.” GJ responds that she should die to herself, to her idea of 
herself because, she says, “there’s no way out. Not for others, not for you.” 
GJ’s advocacy of the melancholic position haunts the series in more ways 
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than one. Robin, like a true fi lm noir detective, has to die, or experience 
grave emotional trauma, more oft en than not in order to gain insight 
into her ongoing cases. In this way she has a tremendous relationship 
with loss that makes her status as a subject all the more apparent as she 
is investigating those who turn women into objects of phallic enjoyment.

Campion’s series appears at a pivotal moment in American politics. 
Produced in Australia, it was shown on Netfl ix, Amazon Prime, and oth-
er sources in the US. Th roughout 2017, numerous cases of sexual assault 
and harassment by high- profi le men in politics and entertainment be-
came public in America. It seems to have begun with the revelation that 
Donald Trump had sexually assaulted and harassed numerous women, 
which was highlighted in a video that went viral featuring the way he 
talks about women. In this infamous video, Trump explains that because 
he is famous he can walk up to a woman and grab her vagina without 
any consequences. Th e video also reveals that he sees women as objects 
of his phallic enjoyment and thus feels sexual assault or harassment is 
just his right. As fantasy objects, the women don’t have rights; they don’t 
have the right to be subjects and exist un- harassed. When Trump was 
elected president, his actions were in a sense condoned. Th e numerous 
public revelations of other prominent men who similarly harass and as-
sault women in the work place, in the public sphere and in the domestic 
sphere, however, seem to be a return of the repressed. Campion’s series 
reveals the violence (both structural and physical) that phallic enjoy-
ment can do when it attempts to make women its object. Robin’s mel-
ancholia and passionate drive to endlessly investigate how this violence 
occurs, set amidst complex narrative threads, reveals that female sub-
jects can never be objects of phallic enjoyment; in the end their lack will 
always resurface.

Hilary Neroni is Professor of Film and Television Studies at the Uni-
versity of Vermont. She is the author of Th e Subject of Torture (2015), Th e 
Violent Woman (2005), and Feminist Film Th eory and Cléo from 5 to 7 
(2016), and has also published numerous essays on issues such as female 
directors, expressions of contemporary ideology on television, and fantasy 
in the documentary form.
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