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Virginia Richter

Tourists Lost in Venice: Daphne du Maurier's Don'r Look
Now and Ian McEwan's The Comfort of Strangers

Citics, like dreams, arc wade of desires and fears, cven if the thread
of their discourse is seerel, their rules absurd, their perspectives
deccitful, and everything conceals somgthing else.

Ttale Calvino, Jnvisible Cities'

Joseph Brodsky's romance with Venige originated a long time before theye existed fhe
remofest possibility that he would ever be able to travel to that city, long before his
emigration from the Soviet Union. His vision is prefigured by various artefacts which
seem to symbolise, in their very material decay, the remote object of his longing: some
novels by Henri de Régnier i moribund paperbacks, "published in the tate thirties,
with no bindings to speak of] disintegrating i your paln" (Brodsky 1992, 36f), a
coloured photograph of San Marco covered with snow, "an accordion set of sepia
posteards” that his gitlftiend's grandmother had "brought home from a pre-
revelutionary honeymoon in Venice" (Brodsky 1992, 39), a piece of cheap tapestry
depicting the Palazzo Ducale, a liitle copper gondola. Together with Visconti's film
Death in Venice, seen in a “smuggled, and for that reason black-and-white, copy"
{(Bredsky 1992, 39}, these items forge Brodsky's imaginary Venice. So, interestingly,
even in the Soviet Union of the 19605 the image of Venice was reproduced and
transmitted not only in literary representations and on the screen, but also on
postcards, souvenirs, and bric-a-brac. These battered objects, kaving crossed the
border from a hermetically sealed-off world, seem to carry with them, both
metaphorically and metenymically, the fantasmatic kernel of Venetian associations:
deoay, desire, death. But the main point of Brodsky's retrospective account is not so
much its imaginative content, but the evocation of Venice as a space of fantasy, a "not-
real', unattainable city.

"Venice is always the already written as well as the already seen, the already read.”
(Tanner 1992, 17). But it is, equally, aiways already framed by the tourist gaze,
aiready reproduced by the tourist industry, The fictions or Venice after Henzy James
and Thomas Mann have to take into account the city's symbiotic and at the same time
destructive relationship with mass travelling, as weil as its stats as an infinitely
reproduced object of the literary fext, the camera and the travelier's gaze, The mythic,
poetic quality of Venice is thus undereut by the banality of mass fravelling; in
consequence, the fle of an individual's existential encounter with an erotic, faintly
oriental Other, epitomised in Thomas Mann's Deatir in Venice, can only be retold with
an ironic edge.

¥ Calvino 1979, 36,
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In her stady on Venice in literature Angtlzlika Co.rblincaunH‘offma“nn has o?.i?irei
that the lagoon city was in Fin-de-si¢cle writing 2 pnvflegefi site .of Kfunstre;ﬂxt:ﬁ;n
highly aestheticized counter-space opposed o 'the: harc! reality o Ia (;1 bineau:
industrizlised society - and as such, the Yideal vamshngg-pomt of tourist {Cor e
Hoffmann 1993, 293). While the association with tourisin ma}&es V.emce ecorﬁormc:. y
viable, the city is at the same time becotming progressively u‘muhabltable‘ for e; naf wef
citizens. The effect for literary treatment is equally ambxguous: tlfe polyphony ze
discourses' (Corbineau-Hoffmann 1993, 3 ger@rated by ﬁnsl favomt‘e coutiter-spa
threatens to smother Venice as a poetic and poetically ;m_aductwe 1oca_hiy. .

Corbineau-Hoffmann posmlates two modes in which recent htera’ture tries to
reconstitute that lost alterity, to transform Venice baclf from bar‘xal tmilr.mt hai)unt‘ t\’.:] 1:
fiterary generative location: on the one hand, a heightened :gﬂexzi\fztty at loufrom
intertextuality of any Venetian text, on the other hand a consc:.toui :1?“ anlccu E; from
referentiality. In the latter mode, Venice and well-known .Vene.tlan ?n z:,srdls' bt
named; in this way, the textual geography is malrkcd as imaginary.” In a : mtin, e
topic of tourism itself is put to preductive use n many regcnlt texts', zs 1}1{1N ‘:,, o
narratives at which 1 will take a closer lock, Daphne dl{ Mlauxae{ 5 Dolnt .oo :J od
1an McEwan's The Comfort of Strangers. The protagonists' spejcaffc situation as 93:15
is functionalized in the retelling of that old stary., the vm?ors cncpunterhm tha;t

indecipherable, unnavigable, potentially lethal Venice. _I\v:[y aim now t;s to sb _ovu; "
there is a strong connection between thctah cha:ala?;s' ﬁaz:;ltg:::{ ;fx, ¢ ambiguity

i it 15 nerceived by them, and the mai¢ trave L )
t'?\igii::til;tllz I;re perﬁnerz’t to my analysis. Fiestly, wh]at is the specific funt;tmn of‘:ke
Venetian setting - why Venice, and not, say, _Florencc? Secor_ldiy,_wh:;t is ceﬁnlt‘:]a:ﬂoﬁ
of “ransgression’ in the texts? How is the notion of transgression hn.kel to a dis on
of the semantics of space, on one hand, and the question of gender difference, on

other?

Venice, according to Tony Tannes, is the embodiment of_both polis and lalj'myrmﬂ:i: tt;:
consummation of reason and desire. Venice thus., comprises the construc{we s}? e
subversive relationship between the city and desire {Tanner .199.2’,,2)' in her P! y751 o
shape, as labyrinth and as synthesis of stone and water, Venice is the surpassing-a

2 This "Poetik des Verschweigens® {Corbineau-Hoffmann 195_)3, 543) i§ the strat_eg.y (-:rr;ployc,‘l'll il:n
McEwan's The Contfort of Strangers. Another recent text which deals with the anxietics of traveliing

to Venice is B.Y. Meyer's Veneziari hes Zwischenspiel (1997). Meyor cqu?.ily treats Vcn:acc as a
lace of ambiguity, evil and despair whore hungry tourists get‘iost. But his effo_rt to mm;cr};ret
1\):’en'u:e tuns out to be rather disappointing, precisely because his ycry GOI?IC]’K‘IC cnanops of place
names ~ Haery's Bar ele, - fall into the trap of simply reiterating cllchés_. His wpogfaphlc precision
has the effect of a rather pretentious namedropping, instead of cvoking the desired threatening

3 mzti::s};h)imﬁms asks ‘why not Broadstaits?. He ruaintains that McEwan's achicvement would have

been even greater, if he could have made his story work in a place dcvolid of.t.hc Venct_ian_ilter?q;
associations (Barks 1982, 27), Perhiaps 50; but, as [ wiil argue, McEwan's choiee of seiting is not al
all arbitrary; it is 2 necessary part of his text,
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other embodiment of that ‘absolute ambiguity’ which is radiant life containing death”
(Tanner 1992, 368).

This paradoxical union grafted on the tangible Jocation endows Venice with an
“overpowering aura of unreality” (Ross 1994, 116). Michael Ross sees Venice as a city
of desire, but, unlike Tanner, not of reason. In his view, Florence is the Italian city that
welds vision and intellection, whereas perception in Venice remains on a purely
sensual level. In Ross's study an Apollinian Florence is opposed to a dreamlike,
erotically charged Venice, a stage-setting where fantasy displaces reality: “In narrative,
Venice's dreamlike implausibility often endows it with an occult power te wihinge a
character's sense of 'normaf' reality." (Ross 1994, 116)

This 'unreality effect' can be linked to the workings of fantasy in the psychoanalytic
sense. Jean Laplanche and Jean-Berirand Pontalis locate fantasy "within the domain of
opposition between subjective and objective, between an inner world, where
satisfaction is obtained through illusion, and an external world, which gradually,
through the medium of perception, asserts the supremacy of the reality principle”
(Laplanche/Pontatis 1986, 6). In: addition, they define fantasy not as the object, but as
the setting of desire (Laplanche/Pontalis 1986, 26). In this sense Venice works, in
literary texts, as a space of fantasy: a liminal realm where desire can be enacted.
Ultimately, the power af work in this fantasmatic structure tumns out o be a desire for
death.*

Another ¢rucial dimension of fantasy consists in its dynamic creativity: to fantasise
is not a process passively undergone by the subject, but a productive act. This
observation is not only valid in reference to fantasy as wish-fulfilment, but as a way of
dealing with negative emotions or memories, such as fear, loss and horror, According
to Slavoj Zizek, fantasy creares the ioror it purports to conceal, as its ‘repressed’ point
of reference. Fantasy in ZiZek 's definition "mediates between the formal symbolic
structure and the positivity of the objects we encounter in reafity - that is to say, it
provides a 'schema’ according to which certain positive objects in reality can function
as objeots of desire, filling in the empty places opened up by the formal symbolic
structure” (Zizek 1997, 7). As will be shown, this corresponds clesely to the way in
which the tourists in both texts select elements from the actual environment and work
them into the fabric of their, mostly unconscious, desire.

This cursory glance at the psychoanalytic concept of fantasy allows us to reveal a
structural analogy between fantasy and tourism, based on two crucial features: a
liminal status ~ the incessant negotiation between two different levels of reality - and a
creative potential, the ability to generate, transform and incorporate 'real' elements into
a larger imaginary syntax. The cluster of connotations worked out by Tanner, Ross and
Corbineau-Hoffmann permits us to describe Venice as a privileged site for the literary
representation: of the interaction between tourism and fantasy, To further clarify the

* At lcast in Thomas Mann's seminal story. In a further turning of the screw, the protagonists of du
Maurier's and McEwan's texts actively seek out the place of their killing and the person of the killer,
as if they scoretly desired to ineet their end,

183




Virginia Riclter

indwelling relationship between these domains, it is pcrti.nent to take a look at some
theories of tourism as a last step prior to my textual analysis.

Venice is the city of paradox, Yenice is the city _of tourism, But ther, accord;?g ;o
German sociologist Christoph Hennig, tourism itself has to be. seen ?s a fairly
paradoxical enterprise. Hennig defines {ourist as thel sensual experience o Tnagu.warz
wotlds. We physically travel in immaterial countries. Trav;llmg taif:cs_page in
Jiminal realm between reality and phantasy, i.e. there is a connnuou_s.shppmg ceween
an imaginary frame - the ‘pictures in our minds' - and reai acts (driving, shopping) or
the real environment (bad weather, the topography of the foreign piace). -
Qur expectations and hence our experience:s are pref_igured by literature ans | i n;), y
our culturally encoded imagination, our individual wishes and drear.ns, as the a ;wai
mentioned example of Brodsky's recollection clcarly_r shm.:vs. But toulrtsts do not on 3:5
as it were passively - reproduce ceriain gestures: taking plctm'Fs, gazing at monu‘rlr_lgn i;
endlessly repeating a stale, second-hand experience. As Hennig mam:am%, travs i gi :
a creative act; indeed, he compares the tourist to an athor who selects bits _and pie ct
from the real world and incorporates them into his ﬁc_tlon. Of ¢ourse, Henmgd clx:st tt\lc:
¢laim a complete equivalence between art and travelling, But he does conie;m £ lab 152
construction of the tourist experience is comparable to other forms of sym 0150
production, Now, the travellers in Don't Look Now afxd. The Comfort of Slranﬁrflr: :h :
take part in the constructivist activity of tourism, bu.t it is my purpose 0 _shlow aThei);
or, in fact, the male pariners, fail to com;.)iele' the:r‘ task in somne cljuc;!a ‘w;y._ e
failure to project themselves as proper tourists is an important factor in their trajectory
to“\r’?’ll:l:tdi?ttill{c ultimate gain of travelling? I-Ienn&g conceives' of travelhr;lg as thi
periodical crossing of a border (o a realm wit? a different reality statu;s. T e ttourl:iss
leaves behind the strictures of his everyday lifc, the wcll-regu'lated Te at_lonsuo s
social environment, the limits of his social iden_::ty. The travcller_s anomfmlty ‘aho‘::r1 >
certain amount of socially transgressive behaviour and_of experimentation ws; mes
identity, Hennig compares these possibiliﬁcs of traveliing to those of camiva ;::heil
can equally be defined as a limited period whe_n .n.lles are revokec.L So,‘ 311 atn:u nnin,
the psychic value of tourism consists int the pcss.ibnhty of transgressing ::Bo?litcmmrgé
into danger, The return to your home copnt:y is, or seeIns, guarant-ceh. u[ rare
almost by definition explores the rreversible crossing of a boundary: the prof agoa'3 L
so transformed by his encounter with the Other that he. wiil not be abl(? to re‘;u;{n s the
same person, or not at all - that he will die. Th'e stories by du Maune.r an A ]cm“out
explore these very questions of boundary crossing and of the suspension of cle
dm&?;:;:::s& Christoph Hennig emphasises the fictional elemcntl of me‘dtog:;tt'
experience, John Urry stresses its oppositionat structure. He sees tourts{:fl asT? :::,ist
practice, counteracting but dependent on the sirucltures of everyflay 1i €. ;‘e unst
gaze, which is sociafly and historically variable, "is constructlcq in relattor.ls. ti1p :u:: s
opposite” (Urry 1990, 2). Tt is further constructed through anticipatory activities

Tourists Lost in Venice

as daydreaming, fantasy and the consumption of films, tv programs, books, magazines
etc. It is directed to such features of the landscape which separate them off from
everyday experience. Finally, the tourist gaze is characterised by its reduplication: the
view of a site is captured by photographs or videofilns and can be then repreduced
infinitely.

An important feature of tourism is, as both Urry and Jonathan Culfer point out, the
scarch for the authentic, But the authentic is a problematical category:

The paradox, the dilersma of authenticity, is that to be experienced as authentic it must be marked as
authentic, but when it is marked as authentic it is mediated, a sign of itself, and hence lacks the
authenticity of what is trely unspoiled, untouched by mediating cultural codes. {...) The authentic
sight requires markers, but our notion of the authentic is the unmarked. (Culler 1988, 164)

Venice is a perfect trope for this dilemma: it is so abundantly marked and
overdetermined, that the very stones of Venice seem to be quotations. It works as a
tourist attraction precisely through its loss of authenticity, through its acquired quality

as a many-iayered palimpsest. This makes Venice the ideal site for 'post-tourism', a
terin coined by Maxine Feifer.

‘Post-tonrists' find pleasure in the multiplicity of tourist games. They know that there is #o authentic

tourist expericnee, that there arc merely a serics of games or texts that can be played. (Urry 1990,
1)

The couples in Don't Look Now and The Comfort of Strangers construct their
holiday experience through games and rituals, and they use touristic props - guide-
bocks, maps - with a certain amount of self~censciousness and even ireny. However,
they don't take photographs - a crucial break of tourist etiquette, indicative of their
problematic status, their sliding from subject to object of the gaze. The visitors'
detachment towards the artificial environment of "Venice World' breaks down as the
stories propress. Their constructivist activity collides with a reality that offers
resistance to their selective gaze and their manipulative readings.

Evidently, there are important differences between both texts. Dy Maurier's tourists
are, in spite of a certain amount of playfulness, more serious about thetr 'duties' as
tourists. Particularly Laura is an impeccable tourist who conscientiously takes on the
position prescribed by the guidebook. She is more successful in her negotiations with
the city than the sceptical John; he fries fo maintain his individualistic stance in
opposition to the crowd's perspective. In & way, Don't Look Now is an affirmation of
the credulous and passive aititude of the package tourist. Those who are able to believe
- it the guidebook or in a parapsycholegical message - will sarvive, the sceptics will
be killed. By contrast, The Comfors of Strangers offers a complete deconstruction of
the traditional tourist experience, and even of ‘post-tourism’, Colin and Mary are, from
their own point of view, indeed post-tourists who play at being on holiday'. But this

rather lofty stance is subverted when it becomes clear that they, the subjects of the
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tourist gaze, have in reality been the objects of a secret gaze directed at them from the
city.

On the level of plot, there are some striking parallels between Dboth narratives;
indeed, The Comfort of Strangers is a strong but unmarked intertext of Don't Look
Now. In each of the texts, a couple travels together fo Venice after several years of
marriage or of 2 shared life. Both couples, and especially the male partnets, prove to
be particutarly inadequate tourists. They get lost geographically and cognitively,’ with
fatal consequences: their disorientation and misinterpretation are directly contributive
factors to the final catastrophe.

Don't Look Now sets in with an exchange of glances between Laura and John and the
unnamed twin sisters who will later relay a spiritist message from the couple's dead
daughter Christine. Having lunch at & restaurant in Torcello, John notices "a couple of
old gitls two tables away who are frying to hypnotise me" (du Maurier 1972, 9).
Immediately, husband and wife begin to play a game about the sisters’ identity, a game
centered on the gender ambiguity of the twing' appearance: the "old girls" turn in
Laura's playful invention into male twins in drags, “criminals doing the sights of
Europe, changing sex at each stop”, possibly “fijewel thieves or murderers” (9). The
final version of their identity constructed by John and Laura is a most commonplace
one; "a couple of pathetic oid retired schoclmistresses on holiday, who've saved up 4l
their lives 1o visit Venice" (10). But John retains a feeling of unease which is generated
by the empty gaze of one of the women who, as it later turns ow, is blind. Her
unseeing eyes are perceived by Fohn as disagreeably intent and penetrating:

Two can play at the pame. He blew a cloud of cigarette smoke into the air and smiled at her, he
haped offensively. She did not register. The Blue eyes continued to bold his, so that finally he was
obliged to look away himself, extinguish his cigareue, pance over his shouider for the waiter and
<all for the bill. (13)

Joiin can't read the sister's gaze as blindness, and he perceives the twins as uncanny
because of their doubleness and gender ambiguity, The exchange of glances shows the
vulnerability of his ‘maleness’ and also his own “biindness’, his deficiency in decoding
the semijotic system of the forcign tocality.

The confrontation with the blind woman's unseeing but penetrating eyes results in a
distortion of John's clear and single vision. For fhe rest of the story, the sisters keep
obtruding on his real or mental ¥ine of sight, further disturbing his cognitive power, By
contrast, Laura, who accepts the guidance of the blind - i.e. she believes in Christing's
message of waming 'ransmitted' by the blind sister - is enabled to perform the
quintessential task of the tourist: she goes sightseeing. She follows the fixed
perspective of the guidebook; if her field of vision is not free and original, yet an
aesthetic experience of art is accessible to her - but not to John:

5 This intellectual disorientation ties in with Michael Ross's analysis of Venice as a domain of
sensuality, ot rationality.
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Laura, undaunted, asked her husband for the guidebook, and, as had ahways been her custom in
happicr‘days. started to walk slowly through the cathedral, studying mosaics, colunms, pancls from
left to right, while John, less interested, because of his concern at what had just happened, followed
closc_: bch_ind, keoping a weather eye alert for the twin sisters. £...] But the a.nonymous,, shuffling
tou.ns_ts, mtent_ upon culture, could not harm her, although from his own point of view they made
arnsuc appreciation impossible. He could not concentrato, the cold clear beauty of what he saw left
him untouched, and when Laura touched his sleeve, pointing to the mosaic of the Virgin and Child
standing above the fricze of the Apostles, he nedded in sympathy yet saw nething [...].(16f)

) John's intuition is right when he feels & sense of doom after the sisters' warning. He
is too much caught up in his role as rational male to be able to follow his feelings, but
fat the samc time he fails to deal analytically with the palpable evidence of danger that
is successively presenied to him. His cognitive blindness is connected with the
topographical disorientation of the tourist. At first, the liminal position between
familiarity and strangeness creates an exhifarating feeling of liberation and importance;
the travellers appear to create the world they visit: '

The bedroom was familiar, like home, with Laura’s things arranged neatly on the dressing table, but
with it the little festive atmosphere of strangeness, of excitement, that enly a holiday bedroom br;ugs.
This is ours for the moment, but ne more. While we are in it we bring it life. When we have gone it
no longer exists, it fades into anonymity. (20)

The tourist's gaze defines and transforms the place which exists, as it seems, only
for him. At the same time, the oscillation between familiarity and strangeness allows
t]_1c tourist to ease temporarily the burden of his identity. In the hotel room which is
like home and yet different, festive, anonymous, it becomes possible for John and
Laura {0 hold in abeyance the pain about Christine's death and, for the first titne after
thfair loss, to make love. Especially John interprets this act as a new beginning, a
reinvention of their marriage, and a laying of pghosts. But the exhilarating momént
when Teality and memory are suspended passes quickly, The tourist's freedom to
rf‘:mvent himset{ is superseded almost imunediately by = deep-felt sense of
d1§placement. The following passage, the couple's search for a restaurant, is overlaid
with images of death, pointing back to Christine's decease and forward to John's
marder. In this long sequence, the importance of the Venetian seiting becomes clear:
the narration is abie to exploit the rich symbolism of the place to evoke the imagery
“f’t only of death, but of perverse sexuality and violent death. The canals, 3(;
picturesque in daytime, are now dark and dank, the gondolas - not exactly an original
frope - lo_ok like coffing {21£.). John now experiences the breakdown of the tourist's
co_nstr_uchvist activity: he is no lenger able to sustain the received image of a bright,
glittering city. His romantic construction collides with & different 'reality’, a reality,
however, that is no more ‘authentic' than the Venice of honeymoons. The lost tourists
now enter the Venice of the Gothic tradition,

Adriff in an unknown quarter, John has the crucial encounter on his voyage towards
death, without however recognising its importance or, rather, completely misreading
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its significance. Affer the visit to Torcello, John had imagined Christite running
alongside the canal. Now he sees a scene that scems to mirror his fantasy of the jost
daughter: a ‘child' in 2 pixie hood, fleeing across & canal. in reality, this is an adult
woman dwarf responsible for several murders. John explicitly connects this scene with
Christine's death. He mistakes the running figure for a little girl in danger and
fantasises about protecting her. Again it is Laura, the less imaginative, 'blind’ average
tourist, who comes closer to the truth. While missing the sight of the ‘child!, she yet
seizes upon the one crucial sigh of violence, the strangled cry of the murder victim
heard just an instant before the fleeing figure's emergence. Laura understands that
Venice is not just an artificial paradise but exists on the same reality level as any
English town - including real crime and a working city administration. But her sensible
proposal to call the police is rejected: "Oh, for heaven's sake,' said John. Where did
she think she was - Piccadilly?" (22)

fohn and Laura perceive Venice in an entirely different way. Laura's approach is
straightforward, commonsensical and unoriginal; she represents the stance of the
package tourist, happy to be shepherded to the obvions sites. And she is the survivor.®
By comrast, Job's attitude is much more complicated. One the one hand, he is - or
poses as - the individualistic traveller who wants to lead the way, to make discoveries
by himself.” He is imaginative and emotional - he constantly worries about the state of
1.aura's nerves, but it is he who is on the verge of hysteria throughout the story. On the
other hand, John is a stickler for propriety. He wants to avoid any confusion of
categories - hence his fear of the twins - especially of the categories that are at stake
here: gender difference and the distinction between life and death. This is precisely
why he so adamantly refuses to accept the sisters' assertion that he s 'psychic’ - "You
are somchow en rapport with the unknown, and ¥'m not." (28), as Laura teils him -,
that he of all people should be able to cross the most decisive of borders and commune
with his dead daughter.

Why is John killed? Is he ‘punished’ for being a potentially transgressive figure or
precisely for his refusal to transgress? At any rate, it is this conflict that leads to John's
fatal cognitive failure, Venice becornes a space where he can act out his fantasy about
the returned daughter. In accordance with Zizck 's concept of fantasy as a creative
negotiation with horror, John seizes upon a positively given object - the hooded girl -
in order to restructure the trauma of his daughter's death. To protect this fantasy, even
from Laura, he has to stave off the intruding reality. He ignores both Christine’s
'message’ - ironically, in du Maurier's story the supernatural sides with the banal - and

¢ Actually, Laura is a more intercsting character in Nicholas Roeg's film based on du Mauricr's story,
mainty thanks to Julie Christie's performance. For a comparison between film and story see Schroder
1987; see also Sabine Schillting's essay in this volume.

7 John's search for the authentic ends in minor disasters, signalling the greater resilience of Laura's
attitude. For instance 2t the restausant - "Mostly Jtatians - that meat the food would be good." (du
Maurier 1972, 24}, John thinks - which they finaily reach, Laura orders scampi without cven
consulting the menu; John chooses a 'genvinely talian' dish of boiled pork which proves perfectly

inedible.
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re.ltional indicators of danger: police reports about the murders, his wife's cautions, the
victim's cry he heard with his own ears, :
When he encounters the unning figure for the second fime, his longing to protect
and save a child, his child, hinders him from following his intitive urge to run away.
He correctly connects the appearance of the child with the murders, but he misrcadé
the clues: the supposed victim is the killer, the would-be protector is the dupe of his
i(?wn blindness, Only in the very last moment of his life does his vision come into
acus:
The child struggled to her fect and stood before him, the pixie hood falling from her head onto the
ﬂn?or. He stared at her, incredulity tuming to horror, to fear. [t was not a child at all but a lizle
thickset woman dwarf, about three foet high, with a great square adult head too big for her body,

grey locks hanging shoulder length, and she wasn't sobbing am inni i
. s org, sh
nodding her head vp and down, (50£) § saymore, e was grionig ot him,

Again, as in the beginning, John is paralysed by an old woman's gaze. But this time
the daflger is real: Little Red Riding Hood has turned into Medusa. John's belated
clear-sightedness is no longer important. The subject of the gaze is now the ather; John
can only fook at the murderer looking at hitm, the victim. '

In i"hcf Comfort of Strangers, tourism is treated as a sfightly unpleasant duty. taking
place in a state of waiting, The transitional tourist status is experienced by Ct;lin and
Mary as @ progressive detachment from reality and a loss of agency. They become
increasingly unfit to communicate - with each other and the outside world - or to take
care of themselves: they live in a state of child-like dependence from the hotel maid
and other providers for their comforts. Although they "dutifully fulfilled the many
tasks of tourism the ancient city imposed" (McEwan 1982, 14), vet, encumbered by

their identity as a long-established cou i i i
pie, they fail as existential tr
explorers of the unknown: wellers, a8

A!one, pe:rhaps, they cach could have explored the city with pieasure, followed whims, dispensed
with destinations and so enjoyed or ignored being lost. There was much to wonder a’t here, one
nec_dqd gnly 1o be alert. and fo attend. But they knew one anotlicr much as they knew themsclves, and
Lhclr' intimacy, rather like too many suitcases, was a matter of perpetual concern; {...] and the \;ruuld
continue 1o explore the twisting allcyways and sudden squares in silence, and “;th .eac.h sig] );lle i

would recede as they locked tighter into cach other's presence. (14£) ) phedy

In contrast to du Maurier's story which works with binary oppositions and comes
down on t_he side of conventional Laura, The Comfort of Strangers aeither endorses the
mass tourist perspective nor that of the individual travefler: Colin and Mary are 'blind'
when they follow the guide book, but they get lost when they leave the hotel without

the_xr maps. Being a tourist in Venice is described here as a dreamlike state where
action seems to be impossible:

Since their arrival, they had established a well-ordered ritual of sleep, preceded on only one oocasion
by sex, and now the celm, self-obsessed interlude during which they carefuily groomed themsctves
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before their dinner-time stroll through the city. In this time of preparation, thcy_ moved stowly a.n.d
rarely spoke. They used expensive, daty-free colognes and powders on their bodies, they chose their
clothes meticulously and without consulting the other, as though somewhere among the thousands
they were soon to join, there waited someone who cared deeply how they appeared. (13)

This entropic state is energised only by the entrance of Robert, the third party to a
game they don't know they are playing. Robert is the person for whom Lhey. were
unconsciously preparing, the one who cared zbout their_ appearace. The friendly
stranger had been statking the beautiful Cotin from the beginning of their stay. 'Robert
has chosen him as the ideal victim in a sadomasochistic ritual which he carries out
together with his crippled wife Caroline. Colin and Mary will find out that they hav'e
been framed, literafly eanght in the frame of Robert's camera and in the frame f’f his
plot. But Robert can entice them into his game only because he has got something to
offer that reaches out to their desire and opens Venice, hitherto retreating from their
grasp, as a space of fantesy. Whereas John in Don't Look Now was reac.ly to enter th;
fantasmatic structure of Venice because his desire was already 'activated by _hxs
daughter's loss, Colin and Mary, the saturated post-tourists, have to be prif;ked into
desire, pleasure and pain through an exterior agent. What Robert has tq offer is, firstly,
a nafrative structure and, secondly, an affirmation of identity - that is, a return to a
state before post-modernism. .

McEwan's novel can legitimately be considered as a post-modern text in the sense
of John Barth's 'literature of exhaustion'? Indeed, the most consequen? st;{hsnc
proceeding in The Comfort of Strangers is a radical depletion, a désubsiantialisation z_lt
work on all levels of the narrative - the use of the Venetian setting, the dramatis
personae and the plot. As a result, the text is marked by a reluctance to .fonnulate a
transeendent neaning, by an "ontologie faible"; “L4 réside la véritable altéritéd du te:xte,
paradoxale, fondée sur l'absence du dépassement métaphysique, sur ia fin du tragique
et l'antimythe." (Duperray 1989, 300). In an interesting move, lmweve'r, McEwan
incorporates the crthodox metaphysical plot into the stmct:ure of his te).:t, by
embodying it in the figure of Robert. Before their encounter “fsth Ro‘pm:t, Colin an'd
Mary find themselves in a state defined by stasis and lack of dxfferennanon., Robert's
world is, on the contrary, both dynamic and reactionary - and strangely aliuring, at the
same time as it is revolting®

* Barth's essay - first published in 1966, the vear McEwan began writing .ﬁ‘cl‘ic'm (cf. Stay 1996, i}. .
diagnoses a "used-upness of certain forms or exhaustion of certain posstl‘:nlmcs" {Barth 1932’ I)in
contemporary literature; the traditional - pre-Joyeean - form of the novel is no longer a valid pnodcl.
The novelist's response advocated by Barth is not decadent languor, but rath(_:r a }csnd of
concentration which "reficets and deals with ultimacy, both technically and thcmatlca'}ly‘ (l:i-fmh
1982, 5, as in the work of Beckett and Borges. McEwan can bo seen as be]ong_u?g {o this tra.dltfon,
since he parts way with the humanist baflast of classical novels, nonethieless retaining a subtic insight
into the human condition. - .

? A strong criticism of McEwan from a feminist perspective can be fpufxd in Roger 199.6' She .clalms
that Comfort docs not challenge Caroling's masochistic submission arfd Robert's patriarchal
domiration; she accuses McEwan of being "complicit in subscribing the patriarchal power struciures
which the novel seeks to criticize” (Roger 1996, 18). In opposition, Christina Bymes observes, with
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The narrative frame which finally encloses the tourists is Robert's dualistic concept
of gender, performed in his marriage to Caroline. In contrast to Colin and Mary's
emancipated parfership and politically advanced notions of gender, Robert and
Caroline enact the traditional gender roles up to the point of caricature. The British
visitors experience an uneasy mixture of fascination and repulsion at the spectacle of
sado-masochistic pleasure that is flaunted before them. Their visit to Robert's Venetian
palace, a shrine to patriarchal values, triggers off a series of fransgressive erotic
fantastes; their love-making reaches a long-Jost intensity. At last, Venice begins to
fulfil the promise of the city of lust and desire, instead of being the disappointing,
crowded venue of mass tourism.

Robert equally provides them with a precarious possibility of identification.
Paradexically, it is the appellation as tourists that puts thetn under his spell: "Are you
tourists?' he asked in self-consciously precise English and, beaming, answered himself,
'Yes, of course you are.™ {26) Although the role of a tourist is by definition an
unstable, transitional condition, Colin and Mary are posited by this invocation within a
fixed frame of reference, Tnitially Rober, appearing as an "authentic citizen" (30),
satisfies their craving for recognition. As he takes them to his bar, frequented
exclusively by Ttalian men, he allows Colin and Mary to see themselves for the first
time as tourists "making a discovery” (29)." Thus in their first encounter, Robert offers
them a possibility of self-definition and self-recognition. However, the binary
opposition of tourist and native is, like ail other dichotomies built up in this text,
swiftly undercut: Robert is not an 'authentic' Venetian; raised abroad and married fo a
Canadian, he is partly alienated from his native city, a stranger himself This
precasious constmction of a signifying network, based on muitiple shifts of meaning
rather than stable binarisms, marks an important difference to Dow't Look Now.

Being a tourist entails, according to the sociological approach of Hennig and others,
a fransitory status, a constructivist activity, and transpression without danger. In The
Comfort of Strangers, we rather find danger without trensgressien. When Colin and
Mary come into contact with Venice, the city of desire, through Robert's mediation,
they are enabled to articulate their fantasies, but not to act them out, The perverse
wishes they whisper into each other’s ears never cross the border from imagination to
real acts. Unlike the visitors, Robert and Caroline really stage their desire: they want to
Jein passion and death by murdering Colin as part of their sexual consummation, thus
achieving a perfect pitch of jowissance. So from one perspective, Robert and Caroline
appear as ransgressive figures; Colin and Mary remain within the boundaties of
'decent' behaviour. Like John in du Mausier's stery, they don't dare to transgress. But
on the other hand, the English visitors do participate to some extent in Robert's game,
and they are the representatives of a category crisis - a dissolution of gender
distinctions - that is transgressive on a different level.

some justification, that the text's close observatien of these attitudes, which may appear as a lack of
critical distance, serves to heighten its disturbing effect (Bymes 1995, 321).

* This discovery of an ‘authentic' place unknown to other tourists echocs John and Laura's visit fo the
restaurant frequented by 'real Italians', where they, however, mest the spiritist sisters.
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Both couples apparently enpage themselves in & scopophilic partnership, 'the
exhibitionistic desire of Colin and Mary finding a willing eye in Robert's teleobjective.
By entering into this unspoken contract, the visitors unwittingly accept th.e notions of
gender voiced earlier by Robert and Caroline, which come do?vn in .the .ﬁnal
consequence to the simplistic binarism that men kill and women submit to being killed.
So within this frame of reference set up by Robert, the English couple as a whole takes
on the female part. But then, another shift disturbs the binary structure of the couples
when Mary is cast in the role of the spectator, and Colin is singled out as the‘ slmogate
victim, - for Caroline - in the sadomasochistic game; Caroline' shifts her position from
the passive to the active side of the sexual scheme. .

From Robert's point of view, Colin is the representative figure of gender-crossing.
He is both a man and a feminized object of desire. By killing him with the most
patriarchal of weapons, his grandfather's and father's razor, Robert pgnishes him for
that transgression and reaffirms his own notions of gender. ‘I-I_e punishes Mary for
appropriating the male gaze by forcing her to watch the killing of her lover. He
ascribes to her the voyeuristic position and thus separates her from Col_m w}.wm he has
pinned down - both metaphorically and litexally - on the oppos:te_ side of t.he
scopophilic equation. The strange encounter seems to end, on a sympohc Ic.vel, witll
the victery of a 'strong’ over a 'weak ontology'. But in fact, this_endmg - 'la
banalisation de cette aventure sanglante” (Duperray 1989, 297) - i3 ‘exbausted”
McEwan's text has divested itself of that metaphysical fullness that saturates du
Maurier's narration,

Don't Look Now and The Comfort of Strangers refer to Venice as a paradig.mati.c
ocation where literature, fantasy and fourism interlock. In both texis, Venice is
presented as an almost unreal, deceptive, highly ambigu‘ous city.l Ne:verthcless, the
strategic use of the setting is entirely distinctive. Du Maurier's \.«’emce isa place sa_ted
with stereotype, employed to heighten the atmosphere of horrer in an, uitlmatcl?r, fairly
conventionai Gothic story. McEwan's use of the location couldn't be more different:
his Venice is radicaily emptied of referentiality, at least in so far as a conventional
*Wenicity' is concerned. The concrete references to ‘reality’ serve to dislocate the myth
of Venice, be it the glittering tourist haunt or the Gothic city of dark narrow cans?ls.
This most mythically charged place is used in the service of anti-myt_h. Ey adopm}g
this strategy, McEwan deconstructs the received touristic stance - which is upheld in
Don't Look Now - and regains Venice as an alicnating counter-space.

Given this divergent function of the setting, it is evident that fantasy 'an'd
transgression, ioo, work on different levels, Don't Look Now enc‘iorse:? a hurnamstl_c
psychology; John's hovering on a mental borderline is fully explained in terms of his
character and individual history. Transgression here means the crossing of a border,
but the border itself remains firmly established. The Comfort of Strangers equally
presents us with an aetiological explanation of Robert's sadistic drive; but the memory

" Caroline exchanges with Colin her position as victim; this congruence of functions is indicated by the
similarity of their names.
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of his childhood rather operates as a 'screen-explanation’ - analogons to Freud's
concept of 'screen-memory' - that not only fails to give a satisfactory answer fo fhe
enigna of his personality, but rather covers up the lack of such an enigma.
Significantly, the main protagonists Colin and Mary are not fitted out with a similar
psychological background, The figures in Comfors are defined by their pesitionality,
not by inherent quatities. They are ‘depleted' in a way that is collateral to the text's
treatment of Venice.

Consequently, the question of transgression is subsumed under a different heading,
The focus lies not on individual acts; rather, the text deals with the process of
constructing opposite fields of signification. The gesture that draws a line across a
field and thus produces difference is put en ablme in the narrative, which juxtaposes
two competing orders: Robest is the representative of a dualistic scheme, expressed in
his theory of a hierarchical gender distinction. Because he balieves in this order, he is
able to realise his transgressive desire. Robert is contrasted to Mazy and Colin, who do
not wish to cross a border - at the same time affirming it - but to dissolve and
disappear. They yeart: for reaching the vanishing poirt of the toutist's transitionality:

To step down there now as if completely fros, to be released from tlie arducus states of play of
psychological condition, to have leisure to be open and attentive to perception, 1o the world whose
breathtaking, incessant cascade against the senses was so easily and habitually igrored, dinned out,
in the interests of unexamined ideals of personal responsibility, cfficiency, citizenship, to step down
there now, just waik away, melt into the shadew, would be so very casy, (McEwan 1982, 104f)

But they even lack the limited power of agency required for this dream of seif-
effacement, Instead of tumning away into the emply sireet, Colin, trapped, follows
Robert.

The geometrical configuration of McEwan's novel could suggest that it fails to
transcend the dichotomy personified by Robert - that Robert 'wing'. I want 0 propose,
on the contrary, that The Comfort of Strangers does not end with a 'solution’, a taking
of sides, as does Don’t Look Now. Robert's success is possible only within his binary
frame of reference that conveys depth, ontology and 'master narrative'. But this frame
does not usurp the entire text. When Mary, in the novel's final seene, sits by Colin's
side in the mortuary, she indeed seems to be sucked in by the world of Robert and
Caroline. She struggles for an explanation that echoes their pronouncements on
gender: “her theoty [...] which explained how the imagination, the sexual imagination,
men's ancient dream of hurting, and women's of being hurt, embodicd and declared a
powerful single organising principle” (125). But the order of depth and single
organising principles is displaced by the competing order associated with surface,
positionality and silence: "But she explained nothing, for a stranger had arranged
Colin's hair the wrong way. She combed it with her fingers and said nothing at all."
(125). The novel ends with Mary's silence. The render can now choose between the
gross banality of Robert's exegetical efforts and the opacity of Mary's final attitude, a
still, misute registering of extemal details. The tension between the two modes of
signification is sustained in the text. The fact that it is feminist Mary who tries to
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collapse of binary structures, of the text's resistance to closure. But despite this
persisting openness, surcly the more intelligent and aesthetically pleasing response
offered in the novel is that guiet attention to details with which it ends.
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"Dream Factories';

Hoilywoed and Venice in Nicolas Roeg's Don't Look Now

[n August 1998, a short article in the German daily Siddenische Zeitung commented
on the news that Felice Laudadio, manager of the 55th Venctian film festival, had
addressed the public with the desperate plea to help him find appropriate hotel suites
for the stars. Unexpectedly, Robert de Nire, Warren Beatty and Steven Spielberg had
decided to come to Venice, each accompanied by a crew of several dozens. "No room
for the grooms?" - Not without izony, the journaiist pondered about the reasons for this
logistic disaster, and wondered whether instead of holding Venice responsible, one
should not rather seek the reasons for this awkward situation in Hollywood: "Verfifhrt
von den Bildern der cigenen Traumfabrik: seit Jahrzehnten kommt kein Kinojahr ohne
Filme in und umn Venedig aus {..3."" The filmstars, the author argued, were attracted
by ¢inema itself, which, since its beginnings, had stylised Venice as the dream-city par
excellence. Actually, only recently Venice appeared in Paul Schrader's The Comfort of
Strangers, in Oliver Pasker's adaptation of Othello, in lain Softley's The Wings of the
Dove and in Woody Alien's Everyone Says I Love Yau. Venice may not be the
appropriate city for real-life actors, but it certainly is one of the most important settings
for movies,

The representation of Venice in Nicolas Roeg's 1973 film adaptation of Daphne du
Maurier's novella, Don't Look Now, can thus hardly be regarded 1o be original. Roeg -
like other girestors - shows the beautiful lagoon, the maze of canals and narrow alleys
as well as Venice's decay. | would maintain, though, that Roeg's Dot Look Now is not
Just another example of Hollywood's fascination: with Venice, which, in turn, has been
fed by innumerable pictorial and textual representations of Venice since the early
modern age. In his seminal book, Venice Desired, Tony Tanner writes that

as spectacle - the beautiful city par excellence, the city of art, the city as art - and as a spectacular
example {...], Venice became an important, [ would say central, site (a topos, a topic) for the
European imagination.”

Although Tanner does not analyse cinematic representations of Venice, his description
applies equally well to the movies. Since the beginning of the twentieth century,
Hollywood has appropriated the topoi and has thus continued the seemingly endless
production of fantasies around Venice. Very often, films on Venice have adapted
literary representations of Venice: Morte a Venezia, The Comfort of Strangers or The
Wings of the Dove ate obvious examples. Yet Venice in Roeg's film is more than

! Sttddewtsche Zeitung, 26 August 1998, 13,
* Tanner 1992, 4,




