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Theorising the Individual Body on Stage and Screen; or,
the Jizz of Martin Guerre

Richard Fotheringham

jizz (dziz) [Etym. unknown.] The characteristic impression given
by an animal or plant . . . A single character may supply it, or it
may be the combination of many . .. D. McClintock Compan.
Flowers ix 117, I know only too well the problem of trying to
express what there is in a plant that enables me, or you, to tell it
from another at sight. The word I use for these intangible
characteristics, that defy being put into words, is jizz.

— Oxford English Dictionary

A world comprised of permanent objects constitutes not only a
spatial universe but also a world obeying the principle of causality
in the form of the relationship between things, and regulated in
time, without continuous annihilations or resurrections.

— Jean Piaget!

I never forget a face, but in your case I’ll be glad to make an
exception.
— Groucho Marx

One of the fundamental problems of theatrical communication, including
narrated and/or enacted stories in film and television, is that of recognising actors
and characters as they appear, disappear, and reappear. Semiotics has usually
attempted a taxonomic solution: identifying the different channels sign systems
involved, exhaustive elaboration of the consequent polysemic weave of information
encoded, and only then moving on to consider the audience’s ability to interpret it.
It always has been a cumbersome set of theories, terminologically challenging and
tending to postpone overall interpretative strategies while the wealth of detail
accumulates. Interestingly Keir Elam, whose 1980 volume The Semiotics of Theatre
and Drama popularised the approach, has now described the entire “semiotic
enterprise” as, at best, “stubbornly unextinct”, with its key terms and insights
dispersed into other areas of interpretative activity, “putting an end to the dream of
unification.”

Dr. Richard Fotheringham is Reader in Drama and Head of the Department of English at the University
of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia.
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screen: as agent (presence in narrative), as character (an agent individualised by
“qualities™), as person (actor), as image (the “luminous body” on the screen, the
star), and “figure” (a totalising term, within which the above concepts circulate and
interact).” Useful as these categories are, none precisely explains the sense of
difference between actor and role which is produced by unmistakable evidence
within a text of a non-self, crafted performance: evidence which is most visible in
doubling and disguise, or in a role played by a star actor known for other very
different character types. Film producers and critics are often uncomfortable with
the lack of fusion between actor and role which such performativity implies; in the
classic Hollywood system, performance should be as anonymous as the cinematic
apparatus. Much live theatre however sees demonstrated acting virtuosity as the
height of artistry.

Second, there is evidence that some of the markers of jizz, unmistakable
individuality, can become lost in the process of transference of live performance to
two dimensional screen representation. On the simplest level, in terms of the amount
of perceptual information provided, this was a particular problem with attempts at
providing narrative continuity in early film. An example is the 1908 Biograph Ostler
Joe, directed by D.W. Griffith, where genre expectations alone allow us to make
sense of the narrative. A wife is seen leaving her lower-class husband (the humble
Joe) and enjoying the high life with her wealthy seducer. Shortly afterwards we see
Joe hin'rying to the death bed of a woman who pantomimically begs his forgiveness.
There is nothing to link this figure visually with the wife—clothing, hair, posture,
appearance, and mise en scene are all changed, and the poor quality of the print and
the camera’s distance from the subject deny us a sufficiently clear image of her
face-but the stable moral imperatives of domestic melodrama frame our interpretation.
This must be the wife figure, abandoned by her lover, radically changed in
appearance and clothing and dying in despair, or the episode makes no sense
within an integrated narrative. Closer to theatre, a recent controversial example in
the late Richard Ellman’s biography of Oscar Wilde was the identification (not by
Ellman) of a photograph of an actor dressed as Salomé as Wilde himself; an idea
which initiated several reinterpretations of that play. However it was later discovered
that the photograph was not of Wilde nor of any other cross-dressed male but was
of the Hungarian soprano Alice Guszalewicz performing in Strauss’s opera.'® Such
errors are possibly widespread; ecological psychology, concerned with information
exchanges between individuals, has been examining this phenomenon at some
length as a problem of research method where two-dimensional photographs are
used for studies of the recognition of faces and the qualities attributed to them.!!

While in modemn film and television movement offers perceptual clues to
individual bodies additional to those provided by the still photograph, and image
quality is far superior to that of early cinema, the problem remains in any reductive
representation of the temporally real. This is not contradictory to the point made
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