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SEEING IS BELIEVING

THE EXORCIST & DON'T LOOK NOW

The supernatural is "'now’’ cinema. Audi-
ences have abandoned Watergate realism to
follow movies into other worlds. In Los
Angeles and New York, huge crowds wait to
see William Friedkin’'s The Exorcist, a big-
budget Hollywood shocker. Britain's Nicolas
Roeg may have his first U.S. commercial suc-
cess with the occult Don't Look Now, while
his earlier masterpieces, Performance and
Walkabout, remain only cult favorites. Gerard
Damiano’s The Devil in Miss Jones is being
touted as “the best of the fuck films," aes-
thetically surpassing Deep Throat, his first
box office block buster, and Georgina Spel-
vin, the leading lady, has moved on to new
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demopnic tricks in Sexual Witchcraft. Kenneth
Anger, veteran of the underground scene,
has returned to the U.S., appearing in major
cities with his ewn demonic retrospective to
raise funds for Lucifer Rising, his current
work-in-progress. At a time when interest in
underground in waning, Anger's films at-
tracted turn-away crowds at L.A.'s Vanguard
Theater.

The appearance and popularity of these
films suggest that new kinds of belief and
morality may be rushing in to replace the al-
most intolerable decadence, corruption, and
cynicism which currently mark our national
experience. In a spirit of self-protection,

by Marsha Kinder and Beverle Houston

though, it behooves us to see what is being
offered. Why the demonic emphasis? Re-
cently, several films have attempted to get
back to belief in the Good by linking the lib-
erated present with the religious past—e.g.,
Jesus Christ Superstar, Godspell, and
Brother Sun Sister Moon. They have ob-
viously failed, perhaps because they associ-
ate Jesus and St, Francis with modern
decadence and hustle. Mr. and Mrs. America
do not identify, apparently, with spiritual
leaders who are gay brothers or theatrical
hippies

The private eye film, another genre through
which American cinema has traditionally ex-
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The Exorcist

plored the confrontation between good and
evil, has moved into self-reflexive irony (es-
pecially in Gumshoe and The Long Goodbye).
Focus has shifted from a conflict between ex-
ternal evil and a personal moral code to an
aesthetic harmony of witty tone and nostalgic
style for both film and detective. Further, the
detective film traditionally had an epistemo-
logical center; even if the villains were cops
and politicians on the take, the primary ques-
tions were—who done it, and how to get the
goods on him. Sherlock Holmes provides the
archetype of the great empiricist with a feel
for phenomena. In the new ““cop’ films (start-
ing with Friedkin’s French Connection, but
most particularly in Electra Glide in Blue,
Serpico, Busting, and the pilot for the popu-
lar TV series — Kojak and the Marcus-Nelson
Murders), which have partially usurped the
detective and gangster genres, the shift is to
existential questions. No longer an outlaw or
outsider, the hero is now a member of the
force, but individualized, ethnic, and even
somewhat freaky. (Lt. Kinderman, the Jewish
film buff in The Exorcist, and the weird Police
Inspector in Don’t Look Now are both warm-
hearted, intuitive data handlers.) In the cop
films, the problem is this: in a culture where
both cops and robbers are corrupt, how is
the honest loner to fight the system and still
protect society against the killers, rapists,
robbers, and dealers. How can he retain his
integrity and still be a member of a rotten
establishment? In this double bind, he's
bound to lose.

Yet stylistic escape and individual action
do not confront the metaphysical nature of
external evil; this problem is the focus of the
devil movies, which also grow out of a tradi-
tion—that of the gothic horror film. Both
Don’t Look Now and The Exorcist reject the

Marsha Kinder and Beverle Houston are the
authors of Close-Up (Harcourt Brace) and
have published articles in numerous film
magazines.
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assumptions of most other recent films in
this genre. They deny psychological explana-
tions of the supernatural, which control a
film like Bergman’s Hour of the Wolf where
the central figure is an artist whose demons,
projected out of his madness, undermine the
sanity of his wife. This pattern is analogous
to the relationship between artist and audi-
ence where a filmmaker projects his demonic
vision onto the screen in order to possess
the consciousness of his audience. Despite
the fact that Ken Russell's The Devils also
involves exorcism in a religious context, its
vision of evil is highly secular. The devilish
phenomena are theater pieces designed to
win political power. When the devil is purged
from Sister Jeanne, the visuals emphasize
the elaborate props and the erotic delight of
the onlookers. Even Father Grandier's be-
lief in God and Goodness is a means of re-
sisting the pressures of King and Cardinal.
The true precursor of The Exorcist and Don’t
Look Now is Rosemary’s Baby. Although, like
Hour of the Wolf and The Deuvils, it also has a
self-reflexive dimension (the hero is an actor
and his cohorts look like characters from old
horror films), Polanski’s devil is an external
force, a reality in the metaphysical organiza-
tion of the universe, who cannot be explained
away. The visual style also draws our atten-
tion to the objects, colors, textures, and sur-
faces of the environment rather than leading
to symbolic interpretations. The concrete na-
ture of the data raises questions about be-
lief. What kind of empirical evidence is
necessary to validate an expanded view of
reality, or to prove the existence of the devil?
As in The Exorcist, the devil is presented in a
fully Christian context involving Christ and
organized religion, but with one important
difference. The birth of Rosemary’s devil
child parodies the birth of Christ; this ironic
complication obscures the clear antagonism
between good and evil. In The Exorcist, there
is no such confusion; Christ is the enemy of
the devil, and the only opponent capable of
vanquishing the evil one.

While we intend to explore The Exorcist

and Don’t Look Now in detail, The Devil in
Miss Jones and Lucifer Rising also present
interesting perspectives on the devil's nature.
In Miss Jones, the devil is a cock. In a fit of
late adolescent despair, Miss Jones has
slashed her wrists in the bathtub, only to
wake up in that familiar way station from
which souls are dispatched either up or
down. But she regrets her hasty act because,
alas, she is a virgin. Since her only sin, the
suicide, is enough to mark her for the hot
spot, she gets a temporary reprieve to ex-
plore the possibilities of lust—the most prom-
ising of her unexperienced sins. The film
identifies demonic power with sex and death.
Since she has already usurped control over
her own death, Miss Jones is now ready to
learn the sexual power game. The first demon
she encounters is “'the Teacher"; obeying
his commands, she worships his enormous
penis, pleading and coaxing, trying to learn
the secrets of its power, and finally succeed-
ing through possession. In the next scene,
an encounter with awoman, the sex is mutual
and the power shared. Then, she demon-
strates her fully developed demonic pride by
masturbating with Christian symbols—not a
cross as in The Exorcist, but the forbidden
fruit and hissing snake, whose darting tongue
movements she mimics (a trick also per-
formed by Friedkin's precocious heroine).
Next, Miss Jones grabs for bigger power in
two unholy trinities. First, she and another
woman pass back and forth a penis that is at-
tached to an unidentified passive gentleman.
Finally she directs the operations of two
obliging studs, telling them exactly how,
when, and where to get off. But despite her
obvious delight with these adventures (which,
unlike most pornie stars, Georgina Spelvin
successfully communicates), as one might
expect, the devil's instrument is double-
edged; he giveth and he taketh away. When
she finally gets there, Hell is the no-exit frus-
tration of a wildly lascivious Miss Jones
locked for all eternity in a room with a limp
and whimpering man who has been driven
mad by the devil’s tricks.

































