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Here masochism is not merely a deviant form of sexuality; nor is it, as the
conventional Freud would have it, the flip side of sadism, its complementary
opposite. Rather it is a core psychic pattern that originates in the infant’s desire to
reunite with the powerful oral mother, a mother who is present, but withdraws,
then returns, then withdraws again, causing alternate joy and fear, unity and loss,
“a peculiar pleasure-pain complex.”° This primordial desire, which drives many
narrative fictions, is located in the pre-castration (thus pre-sadism) anxiety phase
and “draws . . . on pregenital sexuality and the pleasure of the symbiotic bond, a
bond that is re-presented ambivalently (since it cannot be achieved with its true
object, the mothering parent) in the form of recovery and loss, suspense, delay,
fantasy, and punishment.” Now the latter are precisely among the “formal
structures . . . [which] overlap with the primary structures that enable classic
narrative cinema to produce visual pleasure.”??

Masochistic desire—for the mother and subsequently for the powerful female—
has a corresponding aesthetic form, which conditions viewing pleasure in cinema
and similarly (although not identically) in theatre. Consequently, there are different
and variously complex forms of identification. Returning to The Misanthrope, 1
laugh the laughter of superiority with Célimene as she satirizes court figures and
administers her witty tongue lashings to Alceste. As male spectator, I also watch
with a mixture of awe and desire as she cleverly, seductively manipulates all four
suitors until the last moment. In spite of their protestations to the contrary
(IIL.1.8805-822), they (and I with them) accept and have pleasure in being, properly
speaking, the object of her charms. Simultaneously there is the other, empathetic
identification, with the suffering partner in the dynamic couple. Obeying the
masochistic pact, the plot constantly®® interrupts Alceste’s suit or pulls pulls him
away from Célimene, repeated separations that leave him dangling in dramatic
suspense. He returns, as moth to the flame, but without gaining satisfaction. This
putting off of gratification, far from extinguishing the masochistic desire only
irritates it the more exquisitely. Does the dénouement, the Misanthrope claiming
he will abandon both Célimene and society (V.4), represent yet another loss in a
series to be repeated eternally? Or, in contrast to most classical French comedies,
which end in marriage, is it a final, bitter non-consummation? Regardless, and
regardless of the satiric laughter the play excites, it is a painful dynamic—all aspects
of which the spectator as subject assimilates fantasmatically.

In terms of spectator positions, there is dual identification; or better, there are
coexisting subject and object identifications with Céliméne and Alceste.
Temporarily, through the dramatic fantasy, we (female and male spectators) have
“the pleasures of re-experiencing the primary identification with the mother and
the pleasurable possibilities of gender mobility through identification . . .” We
understand that “same-sex identification does not totally exclude opposite-sex
identification. The wish to be both sexes—to overcome sexual difference—
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as well as to follow the action below. These spectators and those in the pit observed
not only the actors and the petits marquis on stage but could also observe one
another looking at the ceremony of flirtation, while those on stage, actors and
petits marquis, from their different angles saw those watching from the pit and
balconies: All are watching people watching people flirting, voyeurs of voyeurs
rendered innocent, happy scopophiliacs.*

The most hostile detractors of theater, rather than its invested defenders, often
keenly appreciate its powers of seduction. Bossuet, bishop of Meaux (who
frequented the theater daily before succumbing to the piety that pervaded the end
of the century)* shows how this full-blown spectatorship influences acting style
when he thunders against the actresses for “the glances they attract and those they
cast.”® Bossuet is incensed by the powerful effects of eye contact between actors
and audience. He begins by imagining the reactions of a viewer to an “immodest
painting:”

If immodest Paintings do naturally convey into the mind the
filthy Ideas of what they express, and for that reason are
condemned, because no Beholder can relish all that a Masterly
hand designed to express, without sharing in the Temper and
Disposition of the painter, and imagining himself (as it were) in
the postures he sees so drawn . . . . ¥

Even though the nude (let’s say one of the voluptuous Rubens of the famous Medici
Cycle that Bossuet had undoubtedly seen in the Luxembourg palace) lies motionless,
she nonetheless compels us to share the painter’s dirty inclination and to project
ourselves into the painting. If a flat, unmoving, unseeing canvas can kindle such
feelings, imagine what theater can do. It is not the words spoken for the ear that
inflame us but the eyes lost to passion, shedding and drawing tears, spreading
desire about the theater like wildfire.

How much more vigorous must those impressions be, which the
Stage makes upon us, where everything hath reall Life and
Action; where we have not to do with a dead pencill and dry
Colours, but with living Persons, with reall Eyes burning with
Love, or soft Glances sunk and overwhelmed with Passions; with
real Tears in the Actors which likewise draw Tears from the
Spectators. In short, with such true motions and gestures, as
kindle and Scatter the same Sentiments all around, and set the
Pit and Boxes on fire.*
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