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ABSTRACT 

CINEMATIC ALLEGORY, FAMILY BREAKDOWN, AND 

THE EMPIRE-SETTLER COLONY RELATIONSHIP 

'Settler' post-colonial theory attributes an importance to the study of white settler 

cultures struggling to assert their identity from within the double bind of confronting past 

and present relationships with the indigenous population and with the Imperium, or Empire 

centre. In the cinemas of several English-speaking commonwealth nations, the persistent 

theme of family breakdown functions as an allegory for this struggle. Assuming a textual 

and thematic focus this thesis interrogates five films that individually and comparatively 

image international relations of power from the perspective of the dominant European 

settler culture. The film texts are assembled with a view to their imaging collective 

anxieties through the use of analogous allegorical referents. Ultimately the study both 

underlines the necessity of a comparative reading of world cinema and illuminates the 

strength of film as an accomplished medium ofrepresenting post-colonial and post

imperial struggle. 
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INTRODUCTION 

CINEMATIC ALLEGORY, POSTCOLONIALITY, AND NATIONAL IDENTITY 

During a sequence in Jane Campion's recent film Holy Smoke (1998), a suave but 

ragged 'cult exiter' (Harvey Keitel) hired by an Australian couple to 'exit' their 

daughter Ruth (Kate Winslet) from a religious Indian cult plays his personal collection 

of documentary cult videos for Ruth and her family in their living room. The camera 

closely frames the television screen so we, along with the family, can watch the footage. 

In one particular close-up, a bald manic wide-eyed cult member dazedly stares at the 

camera and says: 'Parents, human parents, do not possess the offspring they have - it's a 

very evil thing for them to think that they are theirs.' 

The irony of these words is twofold. Firstly they point to Ruth's possessory 

parents who manipulate her return from India and force her to submit to the cult

exiter. Secondly, within this particular sequence, the purpose of the video

screening (to educate Ruth about the danger of cults) is subverted by the important 

message relating to her controlling parents. Watched by one group of people 

within the filmic world (Ruth, her family, and the cult-exiter) and one group 

without (we, the audience of Holy Smoke), the sequence is both self-reflexive and 

autoreferential, and the real documentary footage communicates beyond the 

literal, individual and fictive world. The 'mad' man's lucidity addresses a 

universal and timeless dilemma: How can children be treated as possessions kept 

by their parents? In what sense, if any, do parents own their children? 

Considering the family institution as a means of regulating processes of ownership 

and control, maintaining the (im)balance of power between the sexes and the 

generations, it seems appropriate that the parent-child relationship is often used as a 

metaphor to describe the relationship between the imperial centre and the colonies. This 

'family' metaphor is made literal through colonialism - Britain, the 'mother'-land, gives 

birth to 'offspring'. Holy Smoke (and the post-colonial films I shall explore in this 
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thesis) images this relationship through cinematic allegory. At the beginning of the film, 

the Barron family hold a meeting at which their pastor friend, Stan, informs them they 

must capture Ruth's 'mind', after they capture her 'body' from India. From the 

perspective of the film's post-colonial resonance, Stan is suggesting the use of colonial 

and imperial force1• 

This thesis examines cinematic representations of family breakdown in which the 

parent-child conflict allegorically refers to a struggle within the 'national' identity: 

between nation and nation, empire and colony. I shall interrogate in detail the 

relationship between three films from nation-States/ settler-colonies - Australia, Canada 

and New Zealand - which address the post-colonial through a paradigm of father

daughter conflict, and two films from the imperial 'parent' countries, - the U.S and the 

U.K- which also link similar issues of parent-child conflict to national identity. The 

first two chapters explore P?St-imperial collapse in Chinatown (Roman Polanski: 1974) 

and Secrets and Lies (Mike Leigh: 1996), establishing a global context from which to 

read the post-colonial films in the succeeding chapters. Before I approach the film texts 

it is necessary to outline and define a number of related theoretical tools. 

"Settler-invader" Postcoloniality 

The terms 'post-colonial', 'post-coloniality', 'postcolonialism', 'post-colonial 

theory' and 'post-colonial studies', carry with them much debate. Williams and 

Chrisman state: 'Post-colonialism is far from being a unified field' 2; similarly, Mishra 

and Hodge claim: ' ... we are really talking about not one "post-colonialism" but many 

postcolonialisms'3• Referring to literature that enacts a form of resistance to colonial or 

imperial dominance, Elleke Boehmer writes 'Rather than simply being the writing 

which "came after" empire, postcolonial literature is that which critically scrutinises the 

colonial relationship. It is writing that sets up in one way or another to resist colonialist 

perspectives'4. The hyphenated 'post-colonial' may connote a chronological 'after' 

colonisation, or rather it may refer to the whole period of history from the colonial 

encounter through the subsequent imperial process ( during which the language, culture 

and spirituality of the indigenous population is systematically wiped out), to the formal 
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dissolution of the colonies and the period of decolonisation/ anti-colonial resistance, to 

the emancipation from imperial structures and institutions. It is, of course, spurious to 

expect any completion of the effects of British colonialism and the 'post' prefix itself 

accentuates this. Ashcroft, Tiffin and Griffiths offer a clear definition of this contested -

ism: 

'Post-colonialism/postcolonialism' is now used in wide and diverse ways to include 
the study and analysis of European territorial conquests, the various institutions of 
European colonialisms, the discursive operations of empire, the subtleties of subject 
construction in colonial discourse and the resistance of those subjects, and, most 
importantly perhaps, the differing responses to such incursions and their colonial 
legacies in both pre- and post-independence nations and communities.5 

As previously mentioned, the term 'post-colonial' has often been used to describe a 

literature that challenges imperial modes of thought and writing and enacts a political 

and cultural form of decolonisation. Within the context of this thesis, the term is used to 

describe cinematic texts that together represent a struggle within the former white settler 

cultures against their experience of subordination to colonial power, and their own 

heredity of imperialist structures. I use the phrase 'allegories of "post-coloniality"' to 

refer to films which represent the experience of the dominant white European-derived 

population in three specific settler colonies (now 'nation-states') in confronting the 

colonial past.6 I have limited my study to films from three nations that are often grouped 

together culturally7 and have closely comparable experiences of geographical and 

cultural isolation. The use of the term post-colonial to refer to these nations has been 

challenged on several occasions8 but Anna Johnston and Alan Lawson, focusing 

particularly on these three, defend the use of the word 'post-colonial' to refer to the 

experience of the 'settler-invader' and systematically argue for the inclusion of this 

brand of post-colonial study: 

The argument that settler cultures are not admissable as postcolonial states involves 
a privileging of one kind of colonial experience over others, and in doing so 
prevents an understanding of the various manifestations of colonial activity. It also 
smacks of a kind of postcolonial exoticism - a preference for 'the more exciting 
postcolonialism of the non-settler countries. ' 9 
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The settler culture, commonly excluded from the 'postcolonial', is the subject of this 

study. Those indigenous cultures, the Maori, the Aborigine and the North American 

Indian, are not present in the films I shall discuss: neither are the various groups of 'new 

migrants', for instance the Chinese, Korean, Greek, Samoan, Fijian, and Armenian, who 

constitute a significant number of the population in these countries. The absence of 

these groups is itself significant to my reading of these films as revealing cracks in the 

'national' identity, for it is the dominant white population that wields the power to 

invent and re-present such an identity, as Williams and Chrisman explain: 

In the founding and growth of cultural nationalism ... we can see one vector of 
difference (the difference between colonizing subject and colonised subject: settler
indigene) being replaced by another (the difference between colonising subject and 
imperial centre: settler-Imperium). We can see this with the benefit of postcolonial 
hindsight/analysis, as a strategic disavowal of the colonising act. In this process, the 
'national' is what replaces 'the indigenous' and in doing so conceals its 
participation in colonisation by nominating a new 'colonised' subject - the coloniser 
or settler-invader. .. The settler seeks to establish a nation, and therefore needs to 
become native and write the epic of the nation's origin.10 

Thus, examining the 'post-colonial' experience of the white settler cultures actually 

reveals the various processes by which that culture attempts to avoid and deny its 

colonising position. For example, as Johnston and Lawson point out, the white settler 

culture holds the power to absent the indigenous population from the 'national'. This 

draws us closer to understanding the inherent function of myths of national identity. As 

I shall argue, the three post-colonial films represent a collective struggle with both the 

guilt that results from their (ab)use of power, and the feeling of inferiority that relates to 

the nation's relationship with the 'Imperium'. Together, the result is violence. Within 

the filmic world the father-daughter relationship breakdown allegorises the uncertainty 

(that is, the terror) about the future, possibly fearing the 'post-colonial' struggle of the 

indigenous population and the (imagined) external threat of economic, military, and 

cultural hegemony from the stronger global powers. 

The predominant post-colonial concepts I use are borrowed from Homi K. Bhabha: 

ambivalence, liminality, the 'beyond' (towards which the precarious closing steps of 

each film appear to lead), the unhomely (via which I return to the original Freudian 
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essay 'The Uncanny') and interstitiality. Bhabha's post-colonial approach is largely 

psychoanalytic, theorising the processes and implications of colonialism for both 

coloniser and colonised. He perceives cultural identity as emerging in in-between-ness, 

the 'interstitial' or the 'liminal': places within different subject positions (gender, race, 

class or sexuality) rather than in separate or discrete categories. This clearly lends itself 

to the present subject: the coloniser who is also colonised, who struggles with a doubled 

identity and with an overriding urge to control through binary categorisation (self and 

other, the home and the outside, the national and the indigenous). Bhabha notes a 

' ... contemporary compulsion to move beyond; to tum the present into the 'post';[ ... ] to 

touch the future on its hither side.' 11 This 'compulsion' is evident in what I shall 

describe as the post-colonial closure of these films. They depict progressive feats of 

moving 'beyond' the family conflict and abuse into a future unconstrained by such 

violence, and they also express a fear and uncertainty about what will be in this new 

place. 

Referring to the therapeutic aspect of post-colonial struggle, Leela Gandhi writes, 

'[P]ostcolonial theory inevitably commits itself to a complex project of historical and 

psychological 'recovery'. 12 In experiencing an awakening to the past, the myths of 

national identity (created and perpetuated by the dominant culture's denial) inevitably 

fall apart. The feeling experienced in this moment of awakening is perhaps best 

described by Bhabha as the 'unhomely' (a literal translation of unheimlich - the German 

word for 'uncanny'). He refers to this as a 'paradigmatic colonial and post-colonial 

condition' 13 and cites textual examples of '[t]he unhomely moment [that] relates the 

traumatic ambivalences of a personal, psychic history to the wider disjunctions of 

political existence.' 14 

The Freudian definition of the 'uncanny' is particularly illuminating when 

attempting to grasp (and image) this post-colonial psychological experience. 15 

According to Freud, an uncanny feeling is produced when an experience or feeling from 

the past, that has been concealed or repressed, 'comes to light'. It is something 'familiar 

and old-established in the mind which has become alienated ... only through the process 

ofrepression' 16• In these post-colonial films the repressed history, the colonial 
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encounter, is symbolically recovered and imaged with repeated symbols of the 

'uncanny' and furthermore, in each film there is a distinct 'moment' when the 

victimised daughter becomes aware of her situation. Another recurring signifier of the 

'uncanny' in the post-colonial films is the animistic quality of the landscape and its 

impact on the characters. This significantly affirms the allegorical resonance of the 

films. 

Inside the post-colonial and the 'uncanny' is the linkage of personal and political, 

private and public, individual and collective, and past and present, which together form 

the allegorical channels through which the post-colonial text can express its greater 

project. To clarify the interpretation of these films as allegories, I utilise Fredric 

Jameson's discussion of allegory and the 'world system' in The Geopolitical Aesthetic. 

Jameson forwards his text with this question: 'Under what circumstances can a 

necessarily individual story with individual characters function to represent collective 

processes?'(1992: 4). Inside of this and in accordance with the specificity ofmy topic, I 

shall ask: How do these particular films use aiiegory to signify collective experiences, or 

fantasies of the 'national'? How do they represent the nation's relationship with the 

outside world and with itself? Beyond these questions, I seek to elucidate the function of 

a comparative film reading as an access to understanding how power is used, perceived, 

and represented in the world. 

Jameson asserts that cinematic allegory is an appropriate means to represent, or 

obtain, a 'self-consciousness about the social totality' and 'not merely that we ought to 

strive for it but that we do so all the time without being aware of the process', through 

our collective 'geopolitical unconscious': 

This it is which now attempts to refashion national allegory into a conceptual 
instrument for grasping our new being-in-the-world. It may henceforth be thought 
to be at least one of the fundamental allegorical referents or levels of abstract 
philosophical thought. .. [A]ll thinking today is also, whatever else it is, an attempt 
to think the world system as such [Jameson's emphasis].1 7 

With this 'world system' in the foreground, I shall embark upon a detailed reading of 

the five films. 
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Insofar as the five primary film texts are from different countries, and are to be 

dissected with a view to their construction of the 'national', there is one more 

problematic term I shall briefly address: 'national cinema'. Andrew Higson (1989) 

provides clarity on this topic: 

To identify a national cinema is first of all to specify a coherence and a unity; it is 
to proclaim a unique identity and a stable set of meanings. The process of 
identification is thus invariably a hegemonising, mythologising process, involving 
both the attempt to contain, or prevent the potential proliferation of meanings. At 
the same time, the concept of national cinema has almost invariably been mobilised 
as a strategy of cultural ( and economic) resistance; a means of asserting national 
autonomy in the face of (usually) Hollywood's international dominance. 18 

I must emphasise that it is not my intent to explore 'national cinemas' - Canadian, New 

Zealand, Australian, Hollywood or British. Neither do I wish to enclose these national 

cinemas within any fixed structures or determinable motifs, nor do I address the films as 

forms of cultural resistance within the cinematic industry. Rather, my project is to grasp 

a relationship between the subjects within these specific films: the allegorical referents 

of national struggle. I seek, through a comparative reading, not a set of distinct national 

voices, but a 'world system' speaking to itself. 

1 Colonialism refers to the forced takeover of land, the physical colonisation of territory while 
imperialism denotes a long history of cultural expansion - the 'Europeanisation of the globe' (Ashcroft, 
Griffiths and Tiffin: 1998) - in education, religion and language. Interestingly, Stan epitomises an 
imperialist missionary and stands in front ofa painting of mountains, trees and a waterfall, a clever 
juxtaposition of the physical object of colonisation and the cultural, psychological and spiritual 
conquest. 
2 Colonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader, eds. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, 
(London: Columbia University Press, 1994), p. 5. 
3 Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge, (1993) "What is Post(-)colonialism?" In Colonial Discourse and Post
colonial Theory: A Reader, eds. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, (London: Columbia University 
Press, 1994), p. 38. 
4 Elleke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), p. 3. 
5 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, Key Concepts in Post-colonial Studies, (London: 
Routledge, 1998), p. 187. 
6 Anna Johnston and Alan Lawson give a clear definition of the settler colony: ' ... [H]istorians note the 
difference between short-term colonial projects and permanent colonial settlement, and argue that this 
temporal distinction is what marks the "settler" (see Pollack, 1980). In general, historical definitions of 
"settler colonies" have relied on the presence of long-term, majority white racial communities, where 
indigenous peoples have been outnumbered and removed by colonial policies and practices. Thus 
countries like Australia, Canada, and New Zealand have traditionally been described as "settler 
colonies" although it is possible to make more complex arguments about the inclusion of nations such 



as the US or South Africa.' "Settler Coionies" in A Companion to Post colonial Studies, eds. Herny 
Schwarz and Sangeeta Ray, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), p. 361. 

8 

7 This is so in post-colonial criticism, for example in Linda Hutcheon's "Circling the Downspout of 
Empire" in Past the Last Post: Theorising Post-Colonialism and Post-Modernism, ed. Ian Adam and 
Helen Tiffin, (Heme! Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991 ), p. 172, and in the above mentioned 
chapter on "Settler Colonies". Furthermore, the film industries of the three are often grouped together, 
see "New Cinemas in Britain and the English~Speaking Commonwealth" In David A. Cook's A History 
of Narrative Film, 3rd ed. (London: W.W. Norton and Company, 1996), chapter 14, pp. 589-606, in 
which Australia and New Zealand are discussed under the same section. These two are extensively 
compared in Twin Peeks: Australian and New Zealand Feature Films, ed. Deb Verhoeven, 
(Melbourne: Damned Publishing, 1999). Besides film, there are a number of comparisons of Canadian 
and New Zealand literature and commonwealth literature in general, for example W.H New's Dreams 
of Speech and Violence: The Short Story in Canada and New Zealand (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1987), in which New compares writing from the two nations that rejects and fragments 
conventions rooted in other cultures - British, American and Australian, and also there is Bruce 
Nesbitt's chapter "Canada and New Zealand: The Literary Origins ofldentity" in Regionalism and 
National Identity: Multi-disciplinary Essays on Canada, Australia and New Zealand, eds. Reginald 
Berry and James Acheson, (Christchurch: Association for Canadian Studies in Australia and New 
Zealand, 1985), pp. 79-84. 
8 Williams and Chrisman distinguish these three nations from the 'actual colonies' arguing that their 
'location within global capitalist relations [has] been very much in a metropolitan mode, rather than a 
(post-)colonial one' (1994: 4) and Linda Hutcheon underlines the fact that in using the term post
colonial to refer to Canadian culture 'the reference is very rarely to the Native culture, which might be 
the more accurate historical use of the term' (1991: 172). 
9 Ibid, p. 367. 
10 Ibid, p. 365. 
ll Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, (London: Routledge, 1994), p. 18. 
12 Gandhi, p. 8. 
13 Bhabha, p. 8. 
14 Ibid, p. 11. 
15 Radhika Mohanram discusses the recurrence of Freud's 'The Uncanny' within post-colonial 
discourse in Black Body: Women, Colonialism and Space (Australia: Allen and Unwin, 1999), p. 172. 
16 Sigmund Freud, "The Uncanny" In The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. 
James Strachey, vol. xvii (1917-19) SE (London: The Hogarth Press, 1955), p. 241. 
17 Jameson, pp. 3-4. 
18 Andrew Higson, "The Concept of National Cinema" In Screen (1989) vol. 30, no. 4, pp. 36-46. 



CHAPTER ONE 

FATHER AND DAUGHTER, POWER AND WATER 

'FORGET IT JAKE, IT'S CHINATOWN' 

9 

Later ( chapters 3-5) I explore films that represent cultural marginalisation through 

the symbolic imaging of geographical isolation; they may be termed provincial 

allegories ofpost-coloniality. Although not all Australian, New Zealand and Canadian 

films are set rurally, there is a persistent trend in these national cinemas to represent a 

small family/ community isolated within a wild natural locale as an allegory for the 

nation's struggle to assert itself within the global landscape or, in Jameson's words, the 

'world system' 1• Furthermore, the representation of father-daughter incest allegorises 

virulent territorial conquest and boundary enforcement, key nationalist strategies 

undertaken by the insecure settler colony. The secretive tabooed aspect of incest 

allegorically refers to a dis-ease and dis-location within the national character that is 

veiled by myths of strength and unity. From this perspective, the settler-post-colonial 

films shall be read as repeatedly imaging the collective conscience struggling to 

compensate for an overwhelming sense of marginality and alterity. This representation 

of inferiority works on two levels: in the relationship the nation has with global imperial 

powers, specifically Britain and the U.S, and in the expression of guilt and denial 

relating to internal/ domestic conflicts: the historical, social and cultural displacements 

that are repressed while the nation forges a national identity. 

In order to explore the postcolonial struggle imaged in these films, which appears to 

be a struggle with a kind of self-imposed (or imagined sense of) marginality, it is 

necessary to first explore images of the 'centre', or rather an allegory of the 'world 

system' in its entirety. For these reasons I shall examine a U.S film that also uses the 

representation of father-daughter conflict (similarly involving the incest secret) to 

critique the national identity. Looking at the breakdown of an imperialist power 

structure in Roman Polanski's Chinatown (1974) complements the reading of 

representations of national myths of self and empire(s) which I shall read in the post

colonial films. The pertinent question I address is: How does Chinatown use family 
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breakdown to allegorise the strife of a global power structure? I shall be focusing 

predominantly upon the film as a conspiracy text, a representation of the infinite 

expansion of the capitalist metropolis and the uncontrollable 'nature' of power. Also I 

shall explore the film's depiction ofrelationships between past/present, inside/outside, 

and personal/political: between the all-encompassing imperial machine and the post

colonial bubble within (Chinatown). I propose that the father-daughter relationship 

allegorically aligns itself with the latter. The examining of such a power network 

clarifies my reading of the 'post-colonial' films, which represent fantasies of outside 

threats as a means to cover-up their nation's own inheritance of, and place within, such 

a power system. 

Chinatown contains elements that are commensurable to the post-colonial films, 

such as the allegorical channel between personal and political, the depiction of an 

uncanny landscape as a manifestation of human anxiety, and the struggle to process the 

past. The Sweet Hereafter, sweetie, and Heart of the Stag use father-daughter incest 

(together with these channels) to allegorise a national2 sense of insecurity in relating to 

the imperial centre, and a guilt, deriving from their own 'domestic' history. Chinatown, 

on the other hand, uses father-daughter incest as the seed of power itself. Unlike the 

later films, we do not witness the incest. It is located in the past, before the time of the 

film, and we see its impact on the present lives of both father and daughter: her fear and 

insecurity, and his insatiable greed. In the last sequence of the film, Noah Cross pursues 

his daughter Evelyn and their daughter born from the incest. Evelyn is shot as she tries 

to escape and daughter Katherine (screaming in horror) is led away by her father

grandfather. Aligning father with empire and daughter with land, we can read the 

representation of infinite imperial expansion, as opposed to the fear of this expansion 

expressed in the post-colonial allegories. Rather than the nation struggling with an 

outside world, this film shows the expanding machine endlessly feeding on its 

surroundings, gathering them inwards and sabotaging itself in the process. 

Loosely based on actual historical events from the beginning of the century 

transposed to a 1930s setting, Chinatown represents the mysterious diversion of the 

city's water supply in a drought-stricken Los Angeles. Jake Gittes (Jack Nicholson), a 
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professional matrimonial detective working for clients who suspect their spouses of 

infidelity, is hired by a phoney client acting as the wife of highly profiled chief engineer 

of LA. Water and Power, Hollis Mulwray. Gittes secretly pursues Mulwray from 

council meeting to desert to ocean (Mulwray's professional rather than personal path), 

until one of his co-snoops eventually spies Mulwray with a young girl in a row-boat in 

Echo Park. After Gittes photographs the pair, a story is printed in the paper about 

Hollis's affair. But then, the real Mrs Evelyn Mulwray (Faye Dunaway), arrives at 

Gittes's office declaring her intentions to sue. Soon after this, Hollis Mulwray is found 

drowned in the city's main dam. Jake, the prime witness to Mulwray's last movements 

prior to his death and suspicious of the objectives of the phoney 'Mrs Mulwray' or her 

employer, begins his own investigation into the drowning. Gittes eventually learns that 

Evelyn's father, Noah Cross, ex-owner of the Water and Power department and ex

partner of Hollis, is manipulating a collective conspiracy to divert water to land on the 

outskirts of the city. However, it is too late when he discovers the extent of Noah 

Cross's crimes: raping and impregnating his daughter Evelyn (when she was 15) and 

recently murdering Hollis Mulwray. With the police pursuing him for withholding 

evidence regarding Ida Sessions (the actress playing the phoney Mrs Mulwray) who is 

found murdered in her home, Gittes's efforts to unveil the water scandal and protect 

Evelyn from her father are futile; while trying to escape with her daughter, Evelyn is 

shot dead in Chinatown. 

As part of his detailed study of Chinatown, Michael Eaton surveys the historical 

events upon which the film is based. At the tum of the century a group of wealthy 'city 

fathers' set out to secure land on the outskirts of L.A. Exploiting the location of a dam 

and aqueduct built to supply water to the whole city, these land agents conspired to 

cover up a diversion of water to their new property purchases. Consequently the city and 

the farms in the Northern districts, already in a period of drought, were sucked dry by 

these imperialist businessmen in an event later known as 'The Rape of the Owens 

Valley'. Eaton richly indicates the film's post-imperial and post-modem leaning. 

Imperial expansion, a historical reality engineered by a (late) capitalist distiibution of 

power, is conveniently 'erased' from the collective memory; furthermore, this memory 

loss of 'contemporary Angelenos' intersects with the 'fundamentally amnesiac and 
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contractually transformative ecologies' of L.A.3 The landscape thus reflects and affects 

the urban social world. The representation of an unstable/ 'uncanny' landscape being 

manipulated by an imperialist conspiracy alongside a collective amnesia, or self

imposed blinding (an inability to process the past), thematically aligns Chinatown with 

the 'post-coloniality' of the Australian, Canadian and New Zealand films. The 

significant divergence is that, rather than representing the perspective of the colonised 

(the daughter-victim) battling these elements, as the post-colonial films do, Chinatown 

represents a world encompassing both coloniser and colonised as victims of an 

omnipotent power structure. Chinatown - a separate microcosm of Chinese culture -

symbolises a 'post-colonial' attempt to protect and maintain an identity while being 

literally contained within the greater imperialist and capitalist structure (symbolised by 

L.A). This representation of the whole 'world system' significantly contrasts with the 

post-colonial perspective represented in the films discussed later, in which nature 

functions symbolically as the external force. 

The role of Chinatown as it relates to the incestuous father-daughter relationship 

marks a significant divergence between this film and the post-colonial allegories. In 

Father-Daughter Incest, a sociological/feminist account.ofreal incidences/ case studies 

of father-daughter incest, Judith Hermann describes the daughter's position: 'No one 

could understand better than she what it means to undergo emotional torment. No one 

knows better what it means to be an orphan, to be driven too soon from one's home, to 

live as an outsider, to feel like an exile in normal society. '4 Evelyn Mulwray, the 

'victim' daughter, bears such an exilic position; however, she is also aligned with the 

bordered alien place (Chinatown) within the greater filmic world. Evelyn's Chinese 

servants, despite being of a lower social status, are shown respect and affinity, and they 

serve as allies in her attempt to escape with her daughter in the closing sequence (she 

hides at her maid's home in Chinatown). Also, the link between Evelyn and Chinatown 

is significant to Evelyn's relationship with the 'outsider' detective Jake Gittes. Evelyn 

and Jake have an affair (a very different relationship from that between Nicole and 

Mitch in The Sweet Hereafter, and Cathy and Peter in Heart of the Stag), which is 

instrumental in perpetuating Gittes's personal struggle with his past. As an ex-police 

officer in Chinatown, Gittes witnessed the death of a woman he loved and was trying to 
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protect, and so the close of the film becomes a repetition of his past. Evelyn is the 

reason Gittes ends up again in Chinatown. The film's pessimistic closure is devoid of a 

daughter's liberation from her father but is focussed upon Gittes' uncanny experience. 

All these factors contrast the film with the post-colonial films wherein the daughter's 

exile allegorises the experience of the whole nation. 

Temporal displacement is significant to Chinatown. The film critiques specific 

events in American history by transposing them from the tum of the century to a 1930s 

setting, and (from within this guise) it can subvert the U.S capitalist ideology of the 

present5. Furthermore, Chinatown's central theme- the inescapable and fateful legacy

is manifest in its representation of both individual(s) and collective struggles to bury 

history. The past burdens the present of Jake Gittes, Evelyn Mulwray and Noah Cross, 

whereas in the post-colonial films, the characters struggle with rootlessness, flounder in 

the present, obscuring their (and our) sense of before and after. Chinatown depicts a 

time extracted from a greater historical process, while these more recent films dwell in a 

liminal struggle between an elusive and ephemeral 'before' and 'after', not able to be 

mapped on any kind of historical continuum. 

Chinatown (like the allegories of post-coloniality) symbolically links together 

civilisation and nature as well as the personal/familial and the national/collective. 

Whereas the post-colonial films represent an 'outsider' figure either saving the daughter 

or trying to save himself, Chinatown adds greater purpose to the mission of the male 

detective protagonist. Jake Gittes takes it upon himself to find the secret structure 

beneath the surface of the entire world, the collective conspiracy of power, the 'whole 

unimaginable decentred network' ,6 as this secret structure is described in Fredric 

Jameson's analysis of the conspiracy text. 

The seemingly objective perspective on this 'world system', symbolised by the 

microcosmic L.A, perhaps derives from the fact that (like The Sweet Hereafter, directed 

by an Egyptian-born Armenian/ English Canadian, and thus conveying an outsider's 

perspective on Canada) Chinatown is directed by Roman Polanski - Polish exile and 

outsider in Hollywood. The film presents a pessimistic critique of U.S capitalist 
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ideology and, while certain generic conventions of film noir and the 'hard-boiled' 

detective story mask this insurgent edge, the inherent conspiratorial structure woven 

within these genres illuminates the imperialist mechanics of the 'world system'. This 

macro-system is negotiated spatially and cognitively by the detective. Jameson writes: 

[W]e may suggest that the detective is individual and the murder itself - as it were a 
partnership or joint venture between the victim and the perpetrator - is 
collective ... [T]he conspiratorial plot. .. must somehow press together these two 
poles and force them into a common world.7 

In Chinatown, the murder of Hollis Mulwray signifies this 'conspiratorial plot'. 

Conspiracy is hinted at early in the film when Mulwray makes an important discovery at 

the riverbed and by the sea, although through identification with the protagonist Jake 

Gittes, the viewer is focussed upon determining Mulwray's infidelity and any notion of 

a collective cover-up is foreclosed. Looking for signs of his love affair, we are 

encouraged to disregard the significance ofMulwray's actions, to even be frustrated 

with the film's apparent digression that seems unrelated to personal scandal. The 

significance of these movements only arises later when Gittes watches as Mulwray's 

drowned body is dragged from the dam. Thus, while we ( and Jake) seek the personal, it 

is actually the political and the conspiratorial that is conveyed, a metaphor for the quest 

of the detective who forever steps over and around all the clues. Tragically, it is too late 

when Gittes finally realises the connection between personal and political happenings. 

The conspiracy to divert water to land beyond the border, enabling expansion of the 

city, allegorises the spreading hegemony of an entire nation, a capitalist/ imperialist U.S 

takeover. The film thus metaphorically explodes the concept of a historically 

determined, culturally distinct, and geographically confined collective identity. The 

dominant WASP culture, as Eaton asserts, veils history and concurrently manipulates 

nature to its own ends. Alongside the detective's discovery of this imperialist expansion 

covered up by public officials and private agents, there is also his unearthing the source 

of Noah Cross's greed: the loss of his daughter after he raped her. 

As I discuss later, in the Canadian, Australian and New Zealand films father

daughter incest is a symbol of a collective sickness inherent in the wider community/ 
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family; in The Sweet Hereafter Nicole's personal journey develops alongside the 

community's breakdown, in sweetie the loser lifestyle of Sweetie and her boyfriend Bob 

fits into the background environment of junkies, dreamers and the spiritually starved, 

and in Heart of the Stag Cathy's experience is the extension of an already alienating 

phallocentric community. Contrary to this, in Chinatown the incest secret functions as 

the past seed of present societal atrophy. Thus, a legacy persists, a continual fleeing 

from the past, rather than a post-colonial attempt to move 'beyond' the present. 

Chinatown, like the Canadian film I shall interrogate, The Sweet Hereafter, submerges 

the representation of father-daughter incest within a central plot concerning a collective 

'conspiratorial structure'8; in the latter film, Mitch Stephens's conscious objective is not 

to liberate Nicole from her abusive father, which is what actually transpires, but to 

compile a lawsuit about a bus accident. Whereas Evelyn Mulwray dies, because in 

Chinatown the oppressive past is inescapable, Nicole survives, because the post-colonial 

proposes a new and liberated future. 

Despite the ostensibly dominant public/ collective plot, the incest secret in 

Chinatown is subtly linked to the inquiry into the water conspiracy which leads Gittes to 

suspect that Evelyn is hiding something that will lead him to the truth of her husband's 

death: 

In case you're wondering your husband was murdered. Somebody's been dumping 

thousands of tons of water from the city's reservoirs and we're supposed to be in 

the middle of a drought - he found out and he was killed ... half the city is trying to 

cover it up ... and I still think that you're hiding something! 

The incest secret thus functions as a symbolic seed of the collective cover-up that 

enables Noah Cross and his men to extort money from the public while diverting 

water to land on the outskirts of the city. 

Eaton writes, 'The rape of the land is not simply mirrored by, it is overtaken by the 

rape of the daughter. '9 This alignment of daughter and land, or woman and nature, 

resonates with the sequence in Holy Smoke when Stan (standing in front of the 

landscape painting) discusses how to 'get back' Ruth's body and mind, and also recurs 

in my the reading of Heart of the Stag in the final chapter. 10 The fathers in both 
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Chinatown and Heart of the Stag are similarly terrifying; both confuse their love for 

their daughters with possessive violence, and express their obsession with the ownership 

of land. However, in Chinatown Noah Cross's greed for expansion and control is 

emblematic of an unstoppable imperial machine. An example of this is his dialogue with 

Gittes near the close of the film. Having finally uncovered Evelyn's secret, that her 

father raped her and that she gave birth at 15, Gittes realises that Noah Cross is the man 

behind both the murder of Hollis Mulwray and the water conspiracy, and he 

(over)hastily confronts him: 

Gittes: There's going to be some irate citizens when they find out they're paying 

for water they're not getting. 

Cross: That's all taken care of. You see, Mr Gittes. Either you bring the water to 

L.A. - or you bring L.A. to the water. 

Gittes: How do you do that? 

Cross: -just incorporate the Valley into the city so the water goes to L.A. after all. 

It's very simple. 

·Gittes: How much are you worth? 

Cross: I have no idea. How much do you want? 

Gittes: I just want to know what you're worth - over ten million? 

Cross: Oh, my yes! 

Gittes: Then why are you doing it? How much better can you eat? What can you 

buy that you can't already afford? 

Cross: The future, Mr Gittes - the future. Now where's the girl? .. .I want the only 

daughter I have left ... as you found out, Evelyn was lost to me a long time 

ago. 

Noah's imperialist dreams of urban expansion, to purchase the 'future', are here directly 

aligned with his possessive urgency to reclaim his lost grand-daughter/ daughter 

Katherine. This explicitly connects the possession of land, nature, and the future - a 

grand imperial design-with Cross's personal need to deliver himself from his past. He 

is the ultimate symbol of empire. 

In Eaton's study, he quotes Mike Davis's comment on L.A. as a symbolic 

microcosm: 'Los Angeles .. .is ... a stand-in for capitalism in general. The ultimate world 
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significance - and oddity - of Los Angeles is that it has come to play the double role of 

utopia and dystopia for advanced capitalism'n. The 'oddity' of Los Angeles, as the 

leading speaker declares in the council meeting at the beginning of Chinatown, is 

manifest in the liminality of the land itself: 'We live next door to the ocean but we also 

live on the edge of a desert. Los Angeles is a desert community. Beneath this building, 

beneath our streets is a desert and without water the dust will rise up and cover us as 

though we never even existed.' Proposing a new dam, he continues, 'The Alto Vallejo 

can save us from this .. .I respectfully suggest that eight and a half million dollars is a 

fair price to pay to keep the desert from our streets and not on top of them.' He 

articulates the opposing forces of LA's geographical make-up, the relationship between 

the city and nature, and expresses an animistic fear of one rising up over the other. 

Furthermore he argues that huge economic outlay, the construction of a dam, is the 

appropriate means of dominating and controlling this threatening natural environment. 

A brief glance at several titles of the literature on Los Angeles - Ecology of Fear: 

Los Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster (Mike Davis: 1998), City of Quartz: 

Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (Mike Davis: 1991), Southern California 

Country: An Island on the Land (Carey Mc Williams: 1946), The Reluctant Metropolis: 

The Politics of Urban Growth in Los Angeles (William Fulton: 1997) - it is clear that 

the identity of the city is determined by its unique liminal landscape which evokes an 

uncanny unstable feeling. A telling title is The History of Forgetting: Los Angeles and 

the Erasure of Memory (Norman Klein: 1997) that immediately connotes the post

colonial trope of historical amnesia and indicates an attempt to recover previously 

marginalised and repressed histories of alterior cultures and ethnicities. Chinatown 's 

representation of a plot to expand, irrigate, farm and tame the land surrounding the city, 

coupled with the need to control and maintain one's property, can be read as a reaction 

to anxiety caused by both the transient landscape and the unstable convergence of 

diverse human cultures. This allegorises the downfall of globalisation and the escalation 

of a power game where power itself has become the ultimate enemy. 

In the council meeting scene discussed above, Hollis Mulwray responds to the 

speaker: 
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In case you've forgotten gentlemen, over 500 lives were lost when the Van der Lipt 

dam gave way. Core samples have shown that beneath this bedrock is shale similar 

to the permeable shale in the Van der Lipt disaster, it couldn't withstand that kind 

of pressure. And now you propose yet another dirt bank terminus dam with slopes 

of two and a half to one, 112 feet high in a 12 thousand acre water surface. Well, it 

won't hold. I won't build it. It's that simple. I'm not going to make the same 

mistake twice. 

Mulwray opens by referring to memory-loss, a symbolic reference to the historical 

amnesia resulting from a past disaster. He then retrieves the event and connects the 

interference with nature, inherent in a dam, to human death. Then very scientifically (in 

contrast to the dramatic figurative argument of the former speaker), pointing to a 

diagram of the proposal plan, Mulwray explains why the dam is a mistake. 

Appropriately after Mulwray's rebuttal, a flock of sheep barge in to the meeting 

accompanied by an angry farmer: the ultimate scene of incongruity and a symbol of 

nature overthrowing the institution. 

The relationship between the conspiracy and the uncanny natural environment is 

Chinatown's main divergence from the post-colonial films. The speaker's fearful 

suggestion of nature rising up to conquer the civilised urban world can be thematically 

connected to the water conspiracy also occurring beneath the city. L.A, the proverbial 

city of capitalism, 'melting pot' of segregated cultures, and omnipotent source of 

mythologies and cover-ups, here serves as the perfect harbour for a secret conspiracy. 

The literal underground channelling effects a blurring of the social and the natural 

environment, creating a collective feeling of the uncanny. It is almost taken for granted 

that strange things happen in L.A.; at the morgue, after Hollis has drowned, Maury the 

mortician chuckles to Jake, 'Isn't that something? Middle of a drought and the water 

commissioner drowns, only in LA'. 

Amidst this uncanny world is Jake Gittes's grand quest to uncover both collective 

and personal secrets. This quest takes the detective physically back and forth between 

the Los Angeles city centre and its isolated barren outskirts, desert and ocean. His 

pursuit through the incongruous landscape activates the reconstruction of past and 
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present events through repeated visits to the same site, eventually enabling him to link 

the uncanny occurrences in the water pipes and a collective conspiracy involving 

murder. Simultaneously Gittes's work is rooted in his own personal struggle: guilt from 

past events and the repression of painful memories linked with his work as a cop in 

Chinatown. His struggle to compensate for the past inevitably causes him to enact a 

fated cyclic pattern, which is symbolically configured in his physical movements. 

Initially in his central city office, Jake travels to the dry river on the outskirts of 

L.A. to spy on Mulwray, then to the coastline when Mulwray himself discovers the 

water running out of the pipes late at night, then to his office again, then to the 

symbolically named Echo park. Later, by boat, he visits the Albacore Club, then the 

Orange Groves in the North West farmland, Evelyn Mulwray's residence, several 

private homes - his own, Ida Sessions's, Curly's, Canyon Drive where Evelyn's 

daughter/sister is being held - and then at last the elusive and strange Chinatown. 

Significantly Gittes returns to the L.A. river-bed and to the coast, the former when 

Gittes is alone trying to crack the mystery of the infrequent water flow, and the latter 

when he fails to convince Lieutenant Escobar and his men of the cover-up. There are 

also two scenes at the Van der Lip dam, one where Gittes watches as Mulwray's body is 

dragged up from the dam and the other when he returns at night to be caught by 

Mulvihill and a sidekick (Roman Polanski) who slashes Gittes's nose with a knife. 

Being in the same place twice, 'condemned to repeats', weaving in and out of 

familiarity and mystery until they uncannily merge together, Gittes is plagued with 

anxiety. 

These movements from one side of the city to the other, from the urban to its 

incongruous geographical outskirts, can be related to Jameson's analysis of the pursuit 

throughout North America in North by Northwest across a 'narrative grid .. .in which the 

landscapes emit specific but complementary narrative messages' .12 The established 

geographical peripheries in Chinatown serve to spatially map the borders of the world 

the conspirators seek to extend, and these lines also constitute the symbolic boundaries 

faced by the detective. The landscape functions as a physical trap for Gittes; while 

spying Hollis Mulwray at the bottom of the cliff, he hears a rumble behind him and just 
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manages to jump to the side before a torrent of water gushes from the pipe and down to 

the sea below. Then later, at the dam pursuing his investigation into the mysterious 

water run-off, Gittes is shot at and forced to jump into a channel that swiftly transforms 

into a wild raging stream of water hurling him towards a gate that he manages to cling 

to and scale to free himself. Although controlled and channelled by human efforts, the 

water and ultimately nature manifests its own agency, punishing the investigator for his 

curiosity. This power of nature symbolises and mystifies the great conspiratorial 

network. 

In Jameson's analysis of Flight of the Condor as an example of a 'conspiracy text', 

he notes the 'telephone cables and lines and their interchanges follow[ing] us 

everywhere, doubling the streets and buildings of the visible social world with a 

secondary, secret underground world ... a vivid, if paranoid cognitive map.' 13 Applying 

this concept to Chinatown, the water channels ( only actually visible at the sea-cliffs, the 

dam, and somewhere beneath the few puddles of water in the dry desert riverbed) 

become the site of an underground hidden network manipulating the natural and social 

world. Fear of this network is evoked through the association of the strange water 

divergence with death when Gittes discovers that a man drowned under a bridge on 

apparently parched desert ground. 

The symbolic name of the department controlling this natural resource, "L.A. 

Power and Water", is significant~ not merely does it refer to electricity but the 'power' 

of the dominant capitalist hegemony - power over the water, and literally the water is 

power. By extension, the power to control, channel and exploit nature implies the 

possibility of infinite imperial advancement. So the underground water diversion 

symbolically evokes a twin fear: of landscape and of the take-over of the capitalist 

world system. Noah Cross's sordid past, when he raped his daughter, is a distant but 

omnipresent sign of his dominance: over the department he used to own but obviously 

still controls, over the social elite ( connected to the Albacore Club), and ultimately over 

land. He is the individual mechanising the conspiracy but somehow he also is the 

conspiracy and is victim to the capitalist structures that propel him on such a path of 

greed. 
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The spatial movement of the protagonist ultimately functions to link the spheres of 

private and public, personal and political, and civilisation and nature. Gittes's work 

itself is of a very 'private' and personal nature - he is hired by concerned spouses to 

investigate cases of infidelity. Significantly, the case depicted in the film (fraudulent as 

it is) becomes a stepping stone to the discovery of a collective conspiracy through which 

he learns of the father-daughter incest. Gittes's literal traversing across the city mirrors 

his similar circular journey from family secret to hidden conspiracy, infiltrated beneath 

the whole urban world, and back again to the Cross family secret. He does not realise 

the exact nature of his work until it is tragically too late. When first speaking to Evelyn 

Mulwray about the affair between her husband and the young girl, he says: 

Gittes: May" I speak frankly, Mrs Mulwray? 

Evelyn: If you can, Mr Gittes. 

Gittes: Well, that little girlfriend, she was attractive - in a cheap sort of a way, of 

course - she's disappeared. Maybe they disappeared together ['they' 

meaning her and Hollis Mulwray whom Gittes is unsuccessfully seeking]. 

Evelyn: Suppose they did. How does it concern you? 

Gittes: - Nothing personal, Mrs Mulwray. I just -

Evelyn: It's very personal. It couldn't be more personal. Is this a business or an 

obsession with you? 

Gittes: Look at it this way. Now this phoney broad - excuse the language - says 

she's you, she's hired me. Whoever put her up to it didn't have anything 

against me. They were out to get your husband. Now, ifl see him, I can help 

him ... 

Gittes's questions are 'very personal' to Evelyn, not just because her husband has been 

discovered to be having an affair but because she hides a considerably darker secret - the 

girl is her daughter. Gittes's 'business' of pursuing an explanation for his being hired by 

the phoney Mrs Mulwray is to connect an act of character defamation to a greater 

conspiracy against Mulwray's life. Gittes is not wrong; in the following scene at the 

dam he discovers that Mulwray has drowned. The script thus clearly articulates a 

blurring of not only personal and public business (converging later when Jake and 

Evelyn become romantically involved) but an implicit connection between what is 
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personal - Evelyn's secret - with the (ultimately collective) conspiracy against Hollis 

that Jake is trying to discover. 

Chinatown foregrounds the consequences of seeking to know what one might not 

necessarily ought to know. This is established in the opening shot where the screen is 

filled with a black and white photograph of a man and woman having sex in a wooded 

area. Several photos in the same vein are flipped through by a man who groans in 

anguish. The camera draws back to reveal the office of J. J. Gittes, private infidelity 

investigator. Curly, Gittes's client, now has evidence of the truth of his wife's affair and 

must deal with the consequences. This opening sequence not only establishes the 

profession of our protagonist detective, but it also symbolically prophesies Gittes's own 

fated journey of suffering the consequences of his pursuit of truth. 

Gittes is repeatedly physically injured for his efforts to seek the truth - his nose is 

cut and he is severely beaten by the men at the Orange Groves - a sign that his search 

will only provoke danger and death (Evelyn's). A symbolic reminder of his impotence 

are the bandages which, 'like displaced cod-pieces' 14, are worn throughout the film after 

his unfortunate run-in with Mulvihill. The bandages persistently remind the viewer of 

Gittes's personal journey to flee the past while carrying out his ostensibly public duty; 

furthermore, they symboiise castration anxiety: an essential element of Freud's 

definition of 'the uncanny'. Another signifier of the uncanny occurs when Jake ventures 

to the dry river bed on the outskirts ofL.A, first on the heels of Mulwray and then later 

seeking the truth of the now murdered man's visit there. Each time a young Mexican/ 

Native American boy appears on a horse, and on Gittes's second visit, he asks the boy 

what he had discussed with Mulwray: 

Gittes: What did you talk about, if you don't mind my asking? 

Boy: The water. 

Gittes: What about the water? 

Boy: - when it comes. 

Gittes: - When it comes? What did you tell him? 

Boy: It comes in different parts of the river - every night a different part. (The 

boy then turns around and trots away.) 
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The boy, an ethnic 'other', is the witness to an uncanny happening: the mysterious 

seeping of the water up through the dry river-bed. Both times he appears entering from 

the exact same direction, on horseback, like an oracle. Hollis Mulwray is consequently 

murdered for his knowledge and Jake also suffers from learning the truth; the boy's 

appearance evokes the uncanny by blurring any small knowledge we have of the secret 

conspiracy with the mystery of natural occurrences. Furthermore, it is significant that a 

Native American Indian/ Mexican boy, belonging to a people who have been pushed 

off their land because of the greed of Anglos (such as Noah Cross), is positioned in a 

close relationship with nature. He has seen the water that Gittes is trying to track. The 

film deliberately evokes spiritual resonance in these scenes. Historian Peter Iverson 

provides much insight into different attitudes towards land, expressed by the Indigenous 

peoples and the white man: 

As their rituals show, the natives of California believed that arrogance and 
insensitivity toward nature led to disaster. That disaster often took the form of 
drought, making many areas inhospitable to humans. Some Indians, most notably 
the Paiutes of the Owens Valley, diverted water for agricultural purposes, but most 
groups had little need for this technology. Instead, they simply chose to live 
wherever water was more plentiful ... they did not seek to dominate nature. 15 

The drought in which Chinatown is set could be interpreted as such a disaster caused by 

the 'arrogance' and 'insensitivity' of Cross and his Albacore Club; also, the idea that 

nature has taken revenge for the domination and greed of humans is suggested by Hollis 

Mulwray' s mention of the collapse of the Van der Lip dam which caused a flood, killing 

500 people. The spiritual resonance, or animistic quality of the landscape (a central 

characteristic of the 'uncam1y'), is described (almost in these exact terms) by Iverson in 

this further passage: 

[I]n 1925, a Wintu named Kate Lochie contrasted the actions and beliefs of whites 
and Indians. Whites, she said, had never cared for the land or its creatures. 
Disregarding the pleas of the rocks and ground, they plowed up the earth, pulled up 
the trees, and killed the animals. 'They blast rocks and scatter them on the earth,' 
she wrote. 'The white people dig long tunnels. They make roads. They dig as much 
as they wish. They don't care how much the earth cries out. How can the spirit of 
the earth like the white man?' Someday, she predicted, the water would come down 
from the north in retribution for all that the white man had done, and all humanity 
would drown. 16 
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Chinatown itself is the central element of the film's representation of 'the uncanny'. 

Eaton writes, '"Chinatown" becomes a synecdoche for the entire city of Los Angeles, a 

place where you have no idea what's going on and where it's best to let it alone for good 

or ill. So the film's title is a metaphor for a city which itself often seems more 

metaphorical than actual.' 17 Chinatown, as a separate sphere inside Los Angeles, 

manifests the uncanny/ unhomely position characteristic of the post-colonial, post

imperial and post-modem condition. It is a site of cultural transplantation, a sealed 

bubble of culture in another country, which thus still remains segregated, exotic and 

alien. Perhaps exploiting this 'otherness', the film uses Chinatown to signify bad 

memories, interstitiality and the uncanny - an unfamiliar, frightening and strange place 

located within a huge western metropolis. 

A once familiar place but the site of experiences Gittes would rather forget, 

Chinatown symbolises mystery and mystification. The significance of the film's title 

emerges subtly and builds gradually to the final scene of tragedy. Hollis Mulwray's 

declaration in his rejection speech, Tm not going to make that kind of mistake twice,' 

significantly underscores the thematic of doubling and 'involuntary repetition' that 

permeates the narrative, evoking the 'uncanny'. It is, rather than Mulwray, Jake Gittes 

who 'make[s] the same mistake twice' by pursuing the truth surrounding the former's 

murder, consequently ending up in Chinatown to watch helplessly as the police shoot 

Evelyn Mulwray. This is a repeat performance of Jake's past, from a time when he was 

a police officer in Chinatown and tried to prevent a woman from being hurt but, as he 

tells Evelyn Mulwray in their love scene, 'ended up making sure she was hurt'. 

Chinatown is the incomplete part of Gittes's past - the place of the guilt and 

impotence that determines his present motivation. As Freud deduces, the 'uncanny' is 

'that class of the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and long 

familiar', arising when 'something repressed ... recurs' 18• It is a site of terror in which 

what was once familiar has been hidden from consciousness to evoke an uncanny 

feeling on its return. This is frightening and strange precisely because on some 

subconscious level it reminds us of the past. Thus, the 'uncanny' is particularly 

appropriate to the post-colonial condition for the way in which it derives from a 



25 

repressed memory continually surfacing as something that appears to be unfamiliar. As 

he helplessly stares at Evelyn after she has been shot, Jake's facial expression indicates 

his profound feeling of terror as he experiences the same tragedy. Appropriately, as he is 

led away, his friend gently says 'Forget it Jake, it's Chinatown'. 

Chinatown represents the omnipotent source of global power dangerously out of 

control. It becomes impossible to even locate a source or a centre, or root, because all 

the margins are swallowed up inside (like Chinatown itself) the expanding metropolis. 

The power system has become the outside and the inside. It is now larger than 

civilisation/ human life and now, like a late Frank:ensteinian episode, humans have 

become the victims of their own experiments of greed and control. Against this global 

schema the struggle of the post-colonial allegories takes shape; while at first they appear 

to construe a struggle between nation and external power(s), essentially their 'present' 

situation - late in the colonial encounter - is one of resisting their inheritance of the 

power structure. They are already a part of the machine and have within their identity 

the same structures and institutions of desire, violence, and fear. The post-colonial films 

represent the breakdown of national myths which project their anxiety outside, away, 

and onto the empire. Chinatown, and the film I explore in the next chapter, reveal that 

there is no such Imperium left. Like Jake Gittes who tries to forget and avoid the source 

of his present identity (that is, Chinatown), the post-colonial subjects must similarly 

confront that which lies within. 
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15 Peter Iverson, "Native Peoples and Native Histories" in The Oxford History of the American West 
eds. Milner, O'Connor and Sandweiss, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 19. 
16 Ibid, p. 20. 
17 Ibid,p. 13. 
18 Freud, p. 241. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

'SECRETS AND LIES! 

WE'RE ALL IN PAIN, WHY CAN'T WE SHARE OUR PAIN?' 

Continuing on this trajectory, establishing an international context from which we 

can view the 'post-colonial', I now shift my focus to a film from the other ( older) 

imperial parent country: Britain. Rather than an obsession with power and imperialist 

expansion (as represented in Chinatown), Mike Leigh's Secrets and Lies (1996), a much 

more recent film, allegorises post-imperial collapse. Here family breakdown is used to 

signify the unfulfilled dreams of the British Empire, her great 'family' crumbling down, 

and the now-independent 'child' colonies moving back 'home' (to the centre) to 

supersede the British on their own soil. In Secrets and Lies, the parent-child relationship 

constitutes the central and critical allegorical referent for this relationship between 

empire and colony. 

As I argue in the next three chapters, the persistent appearance of family breakdown 

in Canadian, Australian and New Zealand films ultimately signifies the influence of the 

British Empire on the identity of these nations and the latter's heredity of the imperial 

frame of mind. This particular U.K film provides us with a mirror-image of the process 

occurring in the specific post-colonial films I shall explore, and as such is essential to 

understanding the full extent to which those films allegorise empire-colony 

relationships. While not using the father-daughter incest paradigm represented in all the 

other films of this thesis1, Secrets and Lies similarly depicts failed parent(s) and victim 

child(ren) to allegorise greater relationships between the Imperium and the colonies. 

The journey for the 'child' allegorises both the present British generation dealing with 

its own history, and also the settler-cultures and indigenous peoples (specifically from 

the West Indies), confronting, and returning to, the (colonisers') 'homeland'. 

Like Chinatown, Secrets and Lies represents a woman trying to repress a secret 

regarding a sexual experience from her past2. The far-reaching implications of this secret 

form the background for the film's main narrative, and the process ofrecovering the 
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past allegorises the collapse of greater national illusions. Whereas in Chinatown this 

recovery is the key to identifying the evil and unstoppable 'nature of the beast' (Noah 

Cross and imperial expansion), in Secrets and Lies the searching process originates 

from, and persists within constant signifiers of the end of power. This is conveyed 

through the disintegration of the social and imperial institution of 'family'. 

Symbolically distinguishing this 'end', the film opens with a funeral. The 

establishing shot shows a cluster of gravestones varying in size and ornateness from a 

few small plain headstones in the foreground to a large cross and huge pillared 

monument with angels atop in the background, against trees. Behind the graves, a 

hearse, followed by a train of other vehicles, drives slowly into the cemetery, against 

melancholic extradiegetic music. In the next shot this music is replaced with the diegetic 

sound of a large congregation singing How Great Thou Art. Slowly the camera tracks 

from behind graves and trees on the edges of the cemetery inwards to the huge gathering 

of mourners grouped around the grave. Then, drawing closer, a series of mid-shots 

reveal several individuals amongst the predominantly black congregation. The credits 

sequence concludes with a long take of one of the mourners we have seen briefly, a 

young black woman. She does not sing but stares into space crying; her relationship to 

the deceased is signified in the next overhead shot of the group in which a wreath of 

flowers in the shape of the word 'mum' is laid over the grave. 

This front credits sequence moves from the symbolic and political - the contrasting 

gravestones in the establishing shot representing class stratification - inwards to the 

individual and the personal. The camera positioning, beginning at a great distance to 

depict a collective of mourners then progressing inwards to arrive at the figure of 

Hortense, daughter of the deceased, visually links the two poles of identity- group and 

individual. Despite the shift, we do not know who the deceased woman was or how she 

died. Also, the camera distances us from the individuals by framing them through the 

action in the foreground - three black men digging the grave, spraying earth across the 

frame3• The sound of shovels cracking lhe hard earth cuts into the diegetic song - an 

ironic juxtaposition of the materiality of death and the singing of God's grandeur. 

Hortense, unable to sing, sadly stares in resignation towards the camera across which 
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can be seen the movements of the grave-diggers. Then, from above, we see the group 

surrounding the grave and the wreath being placed atop - again watching the whole 

ceremony from an objective position. This deliberate drawing in and out, from 

individual to group, opens the entire film to allegorical interpretation.4 

The film tells the story of a young black English woman who, after her adoptive 

mother's death, seeks out her birth mother. Parallel to Hortense's journey is the path of 

the family she is soon to discover: her white birth mother Cynthia, Cynthia's daughter, 

Roxanne, approaching her twenty-first birthday, Cynthia's brother, Maurice, who owns 

his own photography business, and his wife Monica. Hortense makes contact with 

Cynthia and, despite Cynthia's initial confusion as to how Hortense could be her 

daughter and her shock of awakening to a past she had repressed, they soon develop a 

close relationship. Having kept her teenage pregnancy a secret from Roxanne, Cynthia 

does not inform her about Hortense; however, in her haste to draw Hortense into the 

family, she invites her to Roxanne's twenty-first birthday celebration (at Maurice and 

Monica's house) pretending that she is a 'mate' from work. During the afternoon 

Cynthia becomes overwhelmed and decides to let out the secret. A stunned Roxanne 

storms out with boyfriend Paul in tow, Maurice manages to bring her back, and the 

family have a truth-telling during which Cynthia, for the first time, tells Roxanne who 

her father was and Cynthia learns of Monica's infertility. In this slightly tacked-on (but 

relieving) happy ending all is forgiven and Roxanne, Hortense and Cynthia have tea in 

the sun. 

Directed by a well-known film-maker, Mike Leigh, who has consistently made 

hard-hitting raw films about domestic conflict in the white British working class, the 

opening of Secrets and Lies, depicting a huge funeral congregation of black people, 

creates a sense of ambiguity as to the subject of the film. It would be logical to assume 

:from this opening that the film would relate the story of a black family, whereas, in fact, 

apart from Hortense (who is in many ways an 'outsider'), the central characters are 

white. In playing with this ambiguity Leigh carefully manipulates the viewer, appealing 

to possible audience assumptions (including my own) about 'race' in cinema (encoded 

through decades of all-white faces on screen, particularly in British films). The 
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implication of this is that the viewer is encouraged to examine his/her own interpretation 

of the film's kemei 'secret' - how Hortense was conceived (which remains a secret at 

the close of the film) - and to reflect upon the assumptions that are at the base of that 

interpretation. Furthermore, the film is self-reflexively drawing attention to its own 

focus upon 'race' in the opening shot by relegating it to secondary status in the rest of 

the film5• This both admits the importance of class (perhaps the strongest theme in 

Leigh's oeuvre) but also provokes us to consider notions of identity from an interstitial 

perspective, from the meeting points between different subject positions. Homi Bhabha 

writes: 

It is in the emergence of the interstices - the overlap and displacement of domains 
of difference - that the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness 
[Bhabha's emphasis], community interest, or cultural value are negotiated. How are 
subjects formed 'in-between' or in excess of, the sum of the parts of difference 
(usually intoned as race/class/gender etc)?6 

Secrets and Lies draws these parts together and deliberately creates 'overlaps' to subvert 

the essentialist, homogenising and outdated (in the post-modem and post~colonial sense) 

singularity of these categories. 

Secrets and Lies neither ignores the colour of Hortense's skin nor her performance 

of whiteness 7. She is a black woman succeeding professionally in a white world. This 

has a kind of post-colonial resonance and also functions to underline Cynthia's relative 

position of failure. Symbolically the film overemphasises 'white-ness' in Hortense's 

surroundings: in both her sterile house and clinical workplace. Also, when Cynthia 

plucks the courage to call her back the first time, she is in her starkly white bathroom, 

wrapped in a white towel, with another wrapping up her hair, wearing a white facial 

mask8• Elsewhere in the film the white surroundings are juxtaposed with her and her 

completely black clothing. This is most obvious at the turning point of the climactic 

birthday party sequence, when the family gathers around Roxanne's cake for a photo 

and Hortense awkwardly stands at the side of the group looking distinctly like the 'black 

sheep'. While in one sense Hortense is entirely at home in this white world, in another 

sense she is completely isolated and alone. 
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The movement of the 'colonised'9 back to the homeland of the colonisers resonates 

in Hortense's story. We already know she was adopted, and she tells Cynthia on their 

first meeting that when she was seven her mother told her this on the plane on their 

'way back from Barbadoes'. Mentioning this clues (both Cynthia and) us to Hortense's 

privileged upbringing, and while they sit together in the tea-room in this masterful 

lengthy two-shot, we are encouraged to compare them and, like Cynthia, may initially 

struggle with the possibility that she even could be Hortense's mother. Underneath this, 

Leigh subtly reminds us that a large community from the West Indies migrated to 

Britain. It is perhaps no mere coincidence either that Cynthia's daughter is a street

sweeper, a common occupation for migrants from the West Indies in London during the 

60s and 70s. This reversal of vocations originally held by 'coloniser' and 'colonised' is 

further exemplified by the fact that Hortense is an optometrist1° while Cynthia works in 

a cardboard box factory. All these factors function to implicitly mark the rebellious 

'child' moving in on the 'parent' territory, the colonies coming back to 'take over' the 

centre. 

Signifying this important historical process is instrumental to the allegory of a 

crumbling national identity. The successful integration of people migrating back to 

Britain from the colonies (from Canada, New Zealand, Australia, the West Indies, India 

and so on, accelerating in the 1950s) is one of the characteristics of Britain's diasporic 

society. By signifying this growth of cultural/ ethnic diversity within the nation and 

representing the 'family' in breakdown, Secrets and Lies depicts the present British 

generation coping with their disillusioned past - founded upon myths of an immutable 

and impenetrable class structure. Without a singular monolithic group of people around 

which to base a sense of the 'national', and thus no longer being able to simply 

designate status in terms of class, the outside world appears to have moved in to 

overpower the Imperium. 

Symbolising this macro level of inward movement or 'imperial collapse', 

practically every scene in ihe film is sei inside, occasionally in a work place but 

predominantly in the domestic sphere. This setting creates a claustrophobic world, into 

which is concentrated the conflict between Roxanne and Cynthia, and Maurice and 
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Monica. Unlike the four other films, Secrets and Lies omits the features of landscape 

and the natural environment; this omission is consistent with the inward collapse and 

the lack of any 'outside' world, any space or land to be settled or possessed. Thus the 

purpose of the Imperium no longer exists. Replacing the allegorical referent of 

landscape in the other films, the home functions multifariously as a symbol of self, 

family decay, ownership, dominance and emptiness. One example of this is when 

Hortense sorts through her adoptive mother's things in her house, and sits on a bed 

looking through a box of documents and old photos while downstairs her relations argue 

over who should live in the house. The shot of their argument is taken from the top of 

the stairs looking down at the couple, their child, and another relative standing in the 

hallway, evoking a feeling of claustrophobia, deploying the house as a site of 

entrapment and conflict. The couple use their child as barter to obtain property, 

suggesting the link between the family unit and capitalist (and by extension imperialist) 

ideology. The man looks shocked when his wife mentions that they might have another 

child, but as a tactic for acquiring the house, he accepts her suggestion. Aligning the 

child with property works within the family metaphor for the empire-colony 

relationship. 

Whereas Chinatown images the ever-expanding 'world system' through a spatial 

mapping of landscape, Secrets and Lies reduces this imperial system to its fundamental 

base institution - the nuclear family - representing its decay with a mapping of the house 

- an 'urban' landscape. The representation of the house, Cynthia's, Maurice and 

Monica's, and Hortense's, is symbolic, and the way in which the characters relate to 

their dwellings reveals the collapse or total absence of family. As mentioned above, 

Hortense lives in a very white modern flat in the swish area of Kilburn, but she lives 

alone. Maurice and Monica have a huge new house in the suburbs that they have owned 

for almost a year yet they have no children. Cynthia and Roxanne live in Cynthia's 

deceased parent's flat: a dirty, worn-down boxy unit bearing an outside toilet, and an 

upstairs bedroom with a leaky ceiling, still containing all the belongings of the parents. 

When Maurice makes a surprise visit one day after work we are given a tour of his 

sister's flat. The sequence is important for the way in which it both reveals the ruins in 
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which Cynthia is living (a symbol of Britain's Empire in ruins) and gives several 

implicit clues of 'secrets and lies' hiding within the Purley family. When he arrives, he 

immediately goes to the outside toilet while Cynthia (standing next to the toilet door 

beside a tatty wall with an old wringer leaning against it) has a fag and chats to him. 

While we are looking at this grubby scene, the two begin to discuss Maurice's house 

and he tells Cynthia that Monica has been busy 'stencilling'. Cynthia responds, 'What? 

drawing?' The camera then cuts to show Maurice's head through the slit above the toilet 

door as he answers 'No. Stencils on the wall. You must've seen it in magazines - very 

effective.' Cynthia rolls her eyes, exhales her cigarette smoke, and walks inside. The 

scene powerfully juxtaposes the images of squalor and the dialogue about Maurice and 

Monica's plush house. Then the camera cuts to the kitchen and the visual shift inside is 

mirrored by their discussion that turns to their own lives and their relationship. As they 

chat about a few miscellaneous memories of childhood, their sadness expresses a loss of 

the past, a loss of their relationship and also indicates something else that is hidden or 

repressed. Cynthia mentions one of Maurice's girlfriends, wistfully uttering 'Dad liked 

her, didn't he? Nice thighs' - possibly a clue to her own dysfunctional ( or just distant) 

relationship with her father. The rest of the sequence implies another repression of some 

sort. The brother and sister go upstairs and Maurice checks out the leak in their dad's 

old bedroom. As he examines the wall, Cynthia says 'The whole lots gonna come 

down', and Maurice agrees that it looks 'a bit dodgy'. After looking at the leak, 

Maurice's attention is then drawn to the rest of the room and he says to Cynthia, 'Look 

at all this junk, what you gonna do with it?' Hiding by the door, she breaks down in 

tears and throws her arms around him, expressing her utter misery. Within this 

emotional intensity, Maurice's initial discomfort subsides and he calms Cynthia's 

sobbing with a tight embrace. She seems desperately needy of him and somehow caught 

in a dependency upon him that perhaps derives from their childhood 11• All of this, 

amidst the burdensome dusty relics of their dead parents, symbolises a broken family 

history. 

In contrast to this crnmbling world, later in the film (at Roxanne's party) Monica 

gives Cynthia and Jane (who works for Maurice), a tour through her huge suburban 

home. Jane sighs, 'Oh Monica, you've got everything!'; however, we know this to be 
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untrue as Monica is clearly not content or happy in her home. In earlier scenes we have 

seen her snapping at Maurice during her menstrual agony, ferociously cleaning, or 

sitting alone on the staircase wistfully gazing towards the upper story. These scenes 

totally undermine her show for the guests, and from a wider perspective of the film's 

allegorical resonance they subvert the myths of middle-class happiness and aspiration. 

Maurice and Monica are unable to have children (although they never at any point 

consider adoption) and are thus unable to continue the family line. The full magnitude 

of their emptiness is expressed towards the close of the film when we learn that Monica 

is infertile. The impossibility of having children perfectly allegorises imperial 

impotence, the 'family' ideal of the empire and commonwealth coming to an end. Like 

the myth of 'race', the privilege of class is similarly subverted in Monica's weeping 

exclamation: 'You're so lucky Cynthia!' 

The secret that lies at the source of Hortense's relationship to Cynthia, and which 

leads to the unveiling of other 'secrets and lies' within the Purley family, is the primary 

allegorical referent for the breakdown of empire. Atop this individual narrative 

illustrating a family in breakdown is a collective experience of institutional and societal 

breakdown, best symbolised in the interludial sequences in which we see assorted 

tableaus of groups and individuals (and pets), which Maurice photographs. Extending 

this representation of the disintegrating family institution is the film's imaging of the 

collapsing British empire; one scene that works solely on this level (the most significant 

deviation from the Purley family narrative) consists of a confrontation between Stewart 

Christian, the previous owner of the photography studio, and Maurice. 

Later I discuss the linkage of these three levels of imaging 'family' breakdown- the 

primary narrative, the institutional-symbolic, and the meta-narrative of imperial 

collapse. The third level encapsulated in one particular scene is a blatant declaration of 

the Empire's breakdown in relating to the outside world, to its children (the colonies). 

The impotence of the 'parent' figure emphasises that the Empire itself experiences fear 

and insecurity about its relationship with the outside world. But now I briefly return to 

the opening of the film to explore the way in which family dysfunctionality is 

established from the very beginning. After the opening funeral sequence, we meet 
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Maurice photographing a bride (affecting a shift from one institution to the other) and 

being cheerful and gracious with her apparent fragility. After the photos have been 

taken, he jovially says, 'Well done Sarah, that's the easy part' - a light-hearted 

comment that suggests the struggle involved in sustaining a happy marriage. We then 

see Maurice at home drinking red wine with his wife Monica, as they admire their 

newly refurbished suburban home. Seemingly discontented (but not extraordinarily so) 

they discuss the smiling young girl in the photograph whom they have not seen for two 

and a half years. Gesturing towards the photo, Maurice comments 'I reckon that's the 

last time she ever smiled'. In accordance with this, the film then cuts to a shot of a 

young woman sweeping the pavement, a grimace on her face, and then to a shot of an 

older woman working in a factory, slipping cardboard in and out of the machine, 

looking extremely empty and depressed. Then we see the two - mother and daughter - at 

home in the lounge. Roxanne, with a fag, stares blankly at the television while Cynthia, 

with a drink, sits across from her: 

Cynthia: I don't know what's got into you lately 

Roxanne: You complaining? 

Cynthia: No 

Roxanne: Well shut up then 

Cynthia: Sit here on my own for years on end, can't get you to stop in at all, now 

you never go out. 

Roxanne: Leave it out 

Cynthia: You been sitting there for a month with a face like a slapped arse 

.Roxanne: Well, whaes there to smile about?! 

There is clearly nothing to smile about in this relationship and this first scene between 

them epitomises the mutual resentment and antagonism that we see throughout the film. 

Their banter occurs like a domestic battle between husband and wife, with a noticeably 

competitive edge, destabilising the traditional power dynamic between parent and child. 

The rebellious child significantly clues the breakdown of the family, both the literal and 

the commonwealth 'family'. In practically all the other characters' lives this parent

child breakdown is apparent, frequently linked to the loss of the mother. The film opens 

with the funeral of Hortense's adoptive mother. Maurice and Cynthia lost their mother 

when they were young. Monica mentions that she was too young to remember her dad's 
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response to her mother's death. Stewart Christian mentions that his mother died and that 

he 'didn't see much of her anyway'. 

Many of the characters refer negatively to their mothers (fathers being absent or 

almost non-existent): When Hortense visits her friend Dion (the only other black 

character we meet for any length of time), they discuss their mothers: 

Hortense: I liked my mum but I didn't know her as a person. 

Dion: She loved you. 

Hortense: Yeah I know but that's not in debate is it? 

Dion: My mum, she resents me. 

Hortense: She kept you, she fed you, she clothed you. She didn't give you away, 

she could have. 

Dion: I wish she had. 

Hortense: No you don't.( ... ) Maybe( ... )you're frightened because when you 

look at her you can see yourself in 20 years. 

Dion: Please. 

Hortense: We choose our parents 

Dion: What do you mean? 

Hortense: We choose the parents in this life that can teach us something so that 

in the next life we get it right. 

Dion expresses an attitude towards her mother of wanting to run away, ignore and rebel 

- like a teenage syndrome of avoiding roots and one's past, contrasting with Hortense 

who seems to have the mature approach throughout the film (for example, when she 

meets Cynthia and is represented as stronger and more powerful - more like a mother 

than a daughter). This teenage attitude is similarly evinced in the attitudes of Paul and 

Roxanne when they discuss their nagging mums. The child's inclination to reject all that 

is inherited and filtered down from previous generations is an appropriate metaphor for 

the struggle faced by the post-colonial nation in breaking away from the empire. 

However, from the perspective of the Empire, Hortense's maturity (another mark of her 

'outsider' status alongside the fact that she is black and was adopted), compared to the 

other children's rebelliousness, implies that those who have undergone colonial break

up are more able to accept their 'roots'. The British, whose national identity rests 
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exclusively in the ex- 'mother country', appear to have lost the 'rootedness' of their lost 

imperial past. 

Nowhere does Hortense more employ a mature approach than when she eventually 

meets Cynthia, her birth mother. Cynthia tells Hortense, 'Listen I don't mean nothing by 

it darling, but I've never been with a black man in my life. No disrespect or nothing - I'd 

have remembered, wouldn't I?' She takes a long drag on her cigarette, and then her face 

betrays her remembering, 'Oh bloody hell ... Jesus Christ almighty!' Breaking down, 

she curls towards the wall, sobbing, 'I'm sorry sweetheart, I'm so ashamed.' After the 

shock, Cynthia explains to Hortense that she was unaware that the baby she had given 

away, when she was 'just a little girl' herself, was black. She had been too upset to look 

at her and had thought that she was 6 weeks premature and the result of another sexual 

affair. Cynthia's repression of the experience and her emotional response to the memory 

is immense; however, we are not given a full explanation as to what happened and are 

left to interpret this powerful scene. Hortense asks about her father and Cynthia 

trembling and weeping says, 'You don't want to know that darling .. .I wanna be honest 

with you but I can't tell you that sweetheart, I'm sorry.' 

This scene provokes us to (at least) consider that Cynthia was raped, by 

representing her traumatic awakening to a repressed experience. As a possible reading 

this fits with the closing scene; after Cynthia has finally told Roxanne the identity of her 

father, Hortense asks her (with a somewhat bitter and knowing tone of voice), 'Was my 

father a nice man?' and Cynthia, still unable to explain, sobs 'Oh don't break my heart 

darling'. Reflecting upon this interpretation (which was initially my own), we are 

confronted by our assumptions regarding race, more specifically the myth of the black 

male rapist, or in Frantz Fanon's words, 'the sexual myth - the quest for white flesh -

perpetuated by alienated psyches' 12• Perhaps Leigh exploits this to foreground the theme 

of the rebelling colony (the imperial project backfiring, so to speak); however, ifwe 

consider that everything in the film empathises with the experience of the empire itself -

the important contrast being that between Cynthia and Hortense, not between Cynthia 

and Hortense's father (who possibly committed a rape) this seems erroneous. Rather 

than Cynthia's feeling of shame, and her repressed experience re-surfacing (brilliantly 
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crafted by actress Brenda Blethen), implying that she was raped and was unaware that 

she gave birth to a child from that experience, her response could be entirely due to the 

fact that she is meeting her daughter (who she had expected to be white) for the first 

time, has forgotten the time when she had sex with a black man and is trying to hide her 

shame at having repressed this, and is also struggling with the guilt of having given up 

her first child 13 • 

Alongside this primary narrative (the reconciliation between Hortense and Cynthia), 

which throws a plethora of issues regarding race, class, generation, and heredity into 

disarray, is the persistent symbolic narrative of the family institution in breakdown. This 

is mainly represented in the interludial photography sequences in which we see different 

tableaus of clients and hear Maurice's voice off-screen attempting to elicit smiles from 

his clients. The camera frames a whole societal spectrum: family groups, pets, children, 

a boxer, a glum nursing student, an Indian man intending to send the picture to his 

Auntie in India to arrange a marriage, a woman dressed in black lacy lingerie, a group of 

business men, and several couples. Each time the subjects wear outrageous fake toothy 

grins, stem frowns, or nervous and depressed expressions. Somehow, Maurice manages 

to provoke a glimmer on their faces for the split second of the flash; however, 

witnessing all the surrounding preparation, argument and fuss, we see the absolute 

inauthenticity and constructed-ness of these pretty family pictures. The assortment of 

subjects builds a picture of a whole society and nation bent upon pretence. As the film 

progresses, the performances become weaker: for example, in the take of the Middle 

Eastern couple who pose to display their wedding ring. As Maurice prepares to take the 

photo, the woman stops and asks her husband to remove his glasses. At first he refuses 

but she persists and he eventually submits. Once again, Maurice prepares to take the 

picture but then the man stops him and asks his wife to take out the cross pendant from 

underneath her blouse, 'It's a gift- take it out!' She refuses, 'It looks awful', but he 

insists and mutters 'It looks awful because it's not gold, I told you to buy gold!' She 

slips it out but then straight back in without him noticing. They continue to argue, this 

time hiding their vehemence with each other inside their native language. Maurice then 

cheerily says 'Ok, now do you want to look happy or sad?' causing them to laugh 
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nervously; after the flash the smiles instantly fade and the camera pauses upon the 

collapse of their expressions. 

I now proceed to the third level at which the film represents 'family' breakdown, to 

an individual and self-contained sequence that allegorises the collapse of the 

commonwealth ideal and expresses Britain's sense of inferiority in relation to her 

independent 'children' - the colonies. In this sequence Stewart Christian, the previous 

owner of Maurice's business, arrives at the studio, homeless, drunk and raving about his 

broken dreams. We learn that he has returned from a trip to Australia after his 'big 

plans' have failed. This discrete scene, not explicitly related to the main narrative, 

clearly signifies the disillusionment of a nation. 

Prior to his arrival is a symbolic lead-in segment in which Maurice photographs an 

attractive young blond woman. The first shot is a close-up of her flawless profile, bright 

red lipstick and platinum blond hair. A flash goes off and she then turns to reveal the 

other side of her face that bears a huge scar across the cheek and forehead. This cleverly 

undermines the viewer's expectation that this is to be a 'glamour shot' by reversing the 

'classic English beauty' profile and showing it to have been literally disfigured. The 

woman angrily tells Maurice, 'I lost my job, I was good at my job.' He asks 'What do 

you do?' to which she replies, 'I'm a beauty consultant' - a tragic irony. After this we 

hear that she has been in a car accident, and that the photos are being taken for her 

solicitor, to capture the seriousness of her scars. She vehemently claims, 'My seat-belt 

was broken, I went through the windscreen. It wasn't my fault - I-I wasn't driving.' The 

nervousness in her voice encourages us to wonder whether we are hearing the real story. 

As the woman leaves, Jane says to Maurice, 'Aw, she's so lovely' but he replies, 'Not 

any more she isn't'. As they watch her leave they notice a man sitting on a bench and 

Maurice comments, 'Look, she's getting some ear from that dosser now'. Then in walks 

Monica, having had a facial and 'dying for a cup of tea', and Maurice draws her 

attention to the man: 

Maurice: It's Stewart Christian, isn't it? 

Monica (in disbelief): No. 

Maurice: It is. 
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The man enters the studio and sits down in an arm-chair in the foyer surrounded by an 

abundance of family photos. Looking distinctly like a King without a kingdom, his arms 

resting on the throne-like chair (visually linking his failures to imperial breakdown), he 

then gestures to everything around him and says (slurring) 'Look at all this - what are 

you doing? It's lost its style, Maurice.' Soon after this the camera cuts to a room further 

inside the studio where Stewart sits and tells Maurice and Monica about his trip. He 

says, 'If you're 21 or a millionaire, it's great or if you've got 9 kids you're fine, 

brilliant, open arms, but for guys like you and me, it doesn't matter how good you are -

forget it. Well, it was an experience and now I'm back'. Monica (literally with her 

tongue in cheek) digs in the knife: 'That's too bad, you were full of such big plans.' To 

which Stewart slurs, 'It's a big place ... too fucking big'. Maurice asks him, 'Are you 

thinking about setting up again?' but he responds, 'Nah, forget it, too much of a pain. 

You know what it's like Maurice, you sweat your balls off for years, you try and make 

people happy, what do you get back? Nothing.' Stewart's bitterness and utterly 

destroyed morale is expressed further as he informs them that his wife - 'the bitch' -

never went to Australia with him and his mother died while he was in Bangkok. 

Stewart's depressed resigned world epitomises imperial breakdown, particularly in 

his return from Australia which allegorises the once powerful 'motherland' realising it 

no longer has power or control over the settler-colonies and has instead become 

insignificant to the strength and independence of these nations. Significantly, we learn 

that Stewart is supposed to be in Australia as we see him outside Maurice's shop 

looking lost and homeless 14. He has attempted to make it outside the U.K, but has 

returned, his 'big plans' of success beaten out by the 'big place' he faced. Since he is 

neither 21, nor a millionaire, nor a father, there is apparently no point. No matter how 

hard he works, it does not matter in the present global state. This implies that Britain's 

years of imperial reign are past. 

Stewart's broken family points to the fallacy of the commonwealth ideal: to be a 

British citizen in any nation under allegiance to the monarchy (maintaining the happy 
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family). The loss of his parents builds upon the film's frequent reference to deceased, or 

absent parents. After all this, Stewart tries to assert his ownership of Maurice's business, 

yet Maurice disclaims that he has inherited anything from his predecessor. Stewart's 

competitive edge has been crushed by the competition in Australia and so he has 

crawled back to the past and England, to try to recover his pride; even there he is 

rejected. Stewart (the) Christian (missionary), like Britain, has lost his power and his 

past. 

In Secrets and Lies not only have the parent figures all gone, but the possibility of 

being parents has gone. There is no hope either forwards or backwards. The competitive 

banter between Maurice and Stewart, over property and business, compares well with 

that between Cynthia and Roxanne, over contraception and pregnancy. For example, 

Cynthia questions Roxanne about her boyfriend and whether she is on the pill, driving 

the latter to a frenzy: 'You 're jealous!'. Roxanne is incensed by these 'personal' 

questions and storms off. Cynthia, racing after her, exclaims, 'Sweetheart, Roxanne, I'm 

only trying to help you. I'm your mother. I wouldn't mind if you had a little baby, I'd 

look after it.' Roxanne screams, 'It's nothing to do with you!' and Cynthia finally 

cracks: 'Yes it bloody is! I'm not having you dropping it in this house!' The truth comes 

out - a fourth generation in the same house would be too much for Cynthia (it is her 

exhaustion with such pretences as this that causes her to drop the bomb at Roxanne's 

party). The child's determination to rebel against the parent, to assert an independence 

and to reject the roots and origins of identity, is depicted as an automatic cycle 

perpetuated by imperial ideology. Expanding outwards, propagating the seed, 

automatically entails the denial of the past, and parentage. From this perspective, 

Cynthia's concern about Roxanne becoming pregnant could be seen as the Empire 

resisting repeated failure, the same vicious cycles resulting in 'children' surpassing and 

ignoring their 'parents'. Now it appears most fitting that the whole film leads up to 

Roxanne's rite of passage, into adulthood and independence - her twenty-first birthday. 

The desolation of Secrets and Lies is digestible only through Mike Leigh's satiric 

humour and the tacked-on happy ending in which Maurice proclaims to his _family: 

'Secrets and Lies. We're all in pain. Why can't we share our pain. I've spent my entire 
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life trying to make people happy and the three people I love the most hate each other's 

guts, I'm in the middle, I can't take it anymore!' Everyone is stunned from the shock 

and honesty of Maurice's words and Jane tearfully exclaims, 'I wish I'd had a dad like 

you Maurice, you're lovely'; however, the ideal father, who restores harmony at the 

close, is tragically without children. There is no-one to inherit his love. Tragically, his 

wife Monica (as we have repeatedly witnessed in lier episodes of menstrual agony) has 

a diseased (post-imperial) womb. 

Having examined both Secrets and Lies and Chinatown, we can now approach the 

complex struggle imaged in the post-colonial films: a struggle with their dependence on 

Britain and also the U.S. The focus on family breakdown underlines the lingering 

influence of the colonial and imperial mentality in the Canadian, Australian, and New 

Zealand cinematic allegories. These nations, encompassed within the empire's 'family' -

the 'commonwealth' - represent their struggle to detach from Britain (the bad-parent) 

and brace themselves within a global scheme of power. Representing their desires to 

break away, but simultaneously conveying their dependence upon an imperial frame of 

reference, they use the family to allegorise national struggle. 

1 At the time of this research the U.K film The War Zone (Tim Roth, 1999), that represents father
daughter incest specifically, was released, however it was unavailable for viewing and so cannot be 
commented upon. This in no way impairs the use of Secrets and Lies for this topic and it has been 
appropriately selected as an example of an allegory of imperial relations through family breakdown. 
2 There is deliberate ambiguity about this, as I shall detail later in the chapter. We never actually learn 
the whole truth about the incident but are left to interpret textual and visual clues and Cynthia's 
emotional response when she is questioned about it. 
3 Thi~ is perhaps an implicit image of slavery. 
4 It is interesting to note that the title of the film Secrets and Lies appears over the shot of the black 
family at the funeral, implying that it is the 'secrets and lies' in this family that will constitute the film's 
main narrative whereas in fact it is another family, a white family that is the central subject. This is 
significant to the film's reversal of the colonial relationship (discussed later in the chapter), and also 
emphasises that the representation allegorises a collective experience of 'family'. 
5 One could argue that the film, in telling the story of a woman who is black and finds her white birth 
mother, is underlining 'race' as a 'social construction', a 'myth' - a popular argument in contemporary 
cultural and historicai theory. However, perhaps this reading is more an indication of Leigh's 
concentration on class. 
6 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, (London: Routledge, 1994), p. 2. 
7 Acknowledging the growing number of theoretical works on whiteness, I am using it in the simplest 
sense to refer to the way in which the film foregrounds Hortense's professional success relative to all 
the other characters in the film and constantly reminds us of her race by emphasising the whiteness of 
this world. 
8 It is significant that Hortense wears this mask while talking to Cynthia on the telephone in that it 
foreshadows the confusion that will occur for Cynthia regarding Hortense being her daughter. When 
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Cynthia hastily hangs up the telephone, Hortense mutters 'I don't even know what you look like', again 
drawing attention to their different physical appearances. The image quite probably is a literal reference 
to the seminal post-colonial text by Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, (New York: Grove Press, 
1967). 
9 I acknowledge that the situation is different between a black person from the West Indies migrating to 
England and a white Kiwi or Aussie on their OE; they hold different positions of being colonised and/ 
or being colonisers. 
10 An appropriate occupation for the woman who searches for the missing part of her identity. 
11 This is alluded to in their kitchen conversation when Cynthia mentions that Maurice was 'good with 
nappies' referring to his help when Roxanne was born. He was only 17 and was playing a kind of 
surrogate father and husband to Cynthia. 
12 Fanon, p. 81. 
13 Possibly Cynthia was well aware that she had given birth to a black child and creates the emotional 
drama - the sense that she was raped - in order to avoid the responsibility of accepting her choice in the 
matter after she has already relinquished it in front of Hortense. This would correlate with one of the 
many sorry 'traditions' of white racism whereby white women falsely accuse black men of raping them. 
If this is true, in whatever sense it is useful to assert such a narrative truth, then Cynthia's acting, (as 
well Brenda Blethen's) is masterful. 
14 Interestingly the film mentions Australia several times in this scene, and also earlier during the scene 
between Hortense and the social worker, the latter referring to Hortense's birth mother: 'Somewhere out 
there, and we don't know where, is your mother. She may be married, she may have children, she may 
be dead, she may even be in Australia, we just don't know'. Emphasising that she may be far away, 
Jenny's words also remind us of the migratory movement between empire and colony, which as I have 
extensively argued is allegorically foregrounded in the film through the parent-child relationship. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE 'BEYOND', THAT IS, THE SWEET HEREAFTER 

In a recent interview with Atom Egoyan1, Wendy Keys, from The Film Society of 

Lincoln Centre, New York, asked the director, 'For the last three films you've made 

films about young women in crisis - Exotica, The Sweet Hereafter, Felicia's Journey. Is 

there a reason these girls, these sort of emerging women, are vehicles for you to express 

your themes?' He responded: 

I just think it's a very interesting time in a young woman's life when their sexual 
identity is changing and that means their relationship to key male figures in their 
life has to change ... [M]ale figures can sometimes react to that situation with panic 
or alarm, and ... the young woman then has to reassess what these relationships 
mean ... The last three films are really about young women who have had to 
question ... where they are and who they're close to in their lives and to reject 
certain things and to be really smart about what it means to be an adult, taking 
responsibility for their own actions. 

Disregarding the obvious question, of where Egoyan's concern (or authority) derives 

from regarding this 'very interesting time in a young woman's life', we can see a close 

correlation between the experience he describes and the post-colonial struggle of the 

child colony. Furthermore, the adult male's 'panic or alarm' (clearly visible in the film 

I shall now interrogate) expresses the anxiety and dysfunctionality projected onto the 

'parent' Empire, by the 'child' colony. 

In an interview several years prior to the one mentioned above, Egoyan himself 

implicitly connects the parent-child relationship to the relationship between the Empire 

and colony: 

It's perhaps a cliche to think that we're all bundled up so we play with each other. 
But perhaps it's fair to say that one of the residual effects of our colonial experience 
is a very particular view we have of parents or people who are in positions of 
responsibility. We are all just now understanding our relationship to both what the 
explicit British colonial influence in Canada was and what the American cultural 
colonial experience continues to be. We probably have to define ourselves through 
that very complex relationship between those two forces2• 
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The paradigmatic relationship, bad-father/ victim-daughter, is frequently deployed 

in Canadian films as a symbolic representation of the relationship between coloniser and 

colonised, or empire and colony. Inadequate fathers and generally bad men abound in 

Canadian films. Peter Harcourt notes: 'As if to underline ... colonial dependence, many 

commentators have remarked on the absence of real men in Canadian films, on the 

absence of father figures or even of elder brothers. '3 The daughter, akin to the struggling 

inferior colony, is often represented as in submission to her father's power while he 

claims her as a possession responsible for serving his every need. Resisting the 

simplistic dualism of the oppressor-oppressed model, Canadian films often portray 

father and daughter entrapped by feelings of ambivalence; she is concurrently drawn 

towards, and resistant to his power, while his exploitation appears to derive from 

confused love. The complex dynamic of the father-daughter relationship functions as an 

allegory for the relationship between Canada and European coloniser(s) and Canada and 

neighbour(s )4. 

The Sweet Hereafter (Atom Egoyan, 1997) is a prime example of a Canadian film 

depicting a father-daughter relationship that resonates with ambiv~lence. An ostensibly 

harmonious 'normal' relationship between Sam and Nicole Burnell is later subverted in 

a scene of incest. Both the scene, and the implications of the incestuous relationship for 

Nicole's identity, are carefully submerged by the film's main event: a fatal school bus 

accident in which the only survivors are Nicole and the bus driver, Delorus Driscoll. 

Waking from a coma as a paraplegic, the only child left alive, Nicole's trauma instigates 

her awakening from the illusionary world disguising her father's abuse. She also 

becomes acutely aware of both her father and her 'indifferent mother'5 bartering her 

injuries for compensation. Resisting all this, she lies in court to sabotage the case. It is 

central to a post-colonial reading of this film that Nicole is, until the accident, asleep, 

avoiding or hiding in some fundamental way from reality: Leela Gandhi describes 

postcoloniality 'as a condition troubled by the consequences of a self-willed historical 

amnesia. '6 Because Nicole has repressed the unhealthy destructive element in her 

relationship with Sam, no matter how long it has existed' the shock of her awakening is 

immense. 
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Woven into the central familial-breakdown plot and the scenes of grief-stricken 

parents in the small mountain town are fragments of another father-daughter 

relationship, that between Mitch, the lawyer retained by the Bumells, and his daughter 

Zoe. Their relationship is revealed in brief telephone conversations and through Mitch 

expressing his despair to other characters in the film. While we are explicitly shown the 

sickness of the former relationship, the latter is a generalised and perhaps more typical 

depiction of a father's inability to cope with his daughter's junkie lifestyle; it is not clear 

how, or even whether, he has failed. Mitch, as the outsider (presumably from the big 

city), symbolises a link between the events in the town and the outside world. 

Representing these two father-daughter relationships concurrently draws together 

individual and collective, family and nation, and nation and empire, thereby exploring a 

collective sense of dysfunctionality, inadequacy and insecurity. 

The Sweet Hereafter deconstructs dominant familial myths and ideologies of 

stability, harmony and oneness, and therein allegorically deconstructs these same myths 

as they persist in the national identity. Like many other Canadian films, it proposes that 

Canadians should accept their nation's complexity and diversity by illustrating to them 

the consequences ofliving according to popular myths of homogeneity. 

The front credits appear while the camera tracks along what appear to be the grainy 

wooden panels of a wall darkened by the swishing shadows of plants. The shadows fade 

and the wall, gradually becoming bright and golden, turns into a floor as the frame drifts 

into an overhead shot of a bed in which a family lies asleep. A woman and infant face 

each other; the man lies beside them, with an arm curled around his head, which is face 

down in the pillow. White linen enshrouds the naked sleeping family against unpainted 

floorboards, giving the impression of a non-specific timeless model of purity, although 

this is subverted by having the father positioned separately from mother and child. 

Further estrangement is signified in the next shot taken over the shoulder of an older 

man driving into a car-wash. The daylight is gradually lost as black flaps slather the 

windscreen to cloak him in darkness, and following this he emerges again into the bright 

light outside. The whole credits sequence is accompanied by music, initially calm and 

soft and then building to epic proportions for the journey through the car-wash. 
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Clearly symbolic of something more than simply 'getting clean', the visual shift 

from dark to light in the first tracking shot and then from light to dark to light again in 

the car-wash complements the inherently contradictory or dualistic world that the film 

establishes between the two opening sequence shots: peace/struggle, 

slumber/awakening, illusion/reality, harmony/atrophy and family/individual. These are 

the fundamental paradigms through which the film works as an allegory for a post

colonial struggle for national identity. From this perspective, the idyllic family picture 

becomes a psychic regression to a pure untouched state - a pre-colonial womb - while 

the car-wash, in contrast, is a turbulent awakening, an appropriate metaphor for post

colonial 'psychological recovery' 8 These opening images encapsulate both Mitch and 

Nicole's personal dilemmas of how to extricate themselves from the past: his passive 

longing (a denial of the present) and her violent awakening (from a denial of the reality 

of the past). Together the sequence symbolises Canada's national dilemma: Where is 

our identity if it is neither the irretrievable past - the 'roots' before colonialism - nor the 

transient present? The journey between black and white through an in-between 

'liminal' space locates this 'post-colonial' identity and appropriately, in the next 

sequence, Mitch is again in a car-wash, having a difficult cell phone conversation with 

his daughter Zoe after which he realises his car is stuck halfway: 'Operator .. .I seem to 

be in a strange situation, I'm calling from my car and I appear to be stuck in a car-wash 

[ my italics]'. Similarly Canada is in a complex position halfway between its dependence 

on Britain and on its dominating neighbour, the United States. 

The calm image of the family in the opening shot is displaced by the lone man 

battling the elements of the car-wash, indicating that nothing is natural or constant -

'family' generates love and security but also maintains boundaries, enforces isolation, 

and leads to the greatest experience of loss. The film immediately disrupts our reliance 

upon, and desire for, myth over reality by representing an image and then undermining 

its verisimilitude through ironic juxtaposition. This occurs on a greater narrational level 

through the subversion of Nicole and Sam's relationship. 

Mitch and Zoe's conversation is distant and difficult. She attempts to cross the 

distance by reflecting on a childhood memory: 'I've never talked to you when you've 
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been in a car-wash before. Make sure you've got all the windows rolled up - remember 

the time we were in the car-wash and I started playing with the automatic windows? 

How old was I daddy, five or six? I got absolutely soaked, remember?' and he, 

assuming she is inebriated or stoned, replies 'Why are you calling me Zoe?' In contrast 

to the claustrophobia of the car-wash and to the dirty metropolitan night scene in which 

Zoe stumbles into, and then out of, a phone booth, the next shot is spacious and light -

craning down from a huge golden sky to a showground stage where a young girl is 

singing. Nicole, the singer, and Sam, her proud father, are considerably younger than 

Mitch and Zoe, and without their names given to us, at this point we could interpret the 

scene to be representing the same characters in a flashback to earlier years. After a brief 

scene between the younger father and daughter, the film returns to Mitch in the car

wash. Again the parallel action highlights the visual contrast which is now also matched 

by subtle textual interplay, as the words of Nicole's song ('Speak a little softer') are 

echoed and contradicted by the operator's instructions to Mitch when he seeks 

assistance in escaping the car-wash ('You'll have to speak a little louder, sir'). As a 

whole, the song is extremely nostalgic and invokes purity: 

Sing a little sweeter 

and love a little longer 

and soon you will be there. 

Here, all we have here is sky, 

all the sky is, is blue, 

all the blue is, is one more colour now. 

This is all sadly undermined when we learn what happens in Nicole and Sam's 

relationship. 

Despite the ostensible differences between the two relationships both daughters 

demonstrate their dependence. Zoe seeks her father's love as a momentary escape from 

. her racy life and Nicole, also distanced from her father (performing on a stage while he 

watches), seeks his appraisal in order to feel secure; after the practise she seems nervous 

until he says 'It was awesome!' Consequently she beams and hugs him, exclaiming 'I'm 

so happy, daddy!' Mitch, worn and tired, doubts the authenticity of Zoe's affection, 

while Sam appears loving and even humbled by his daughter's talent. As the film 
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unfolds, however, the latter's abuse of his daughter is revealed and the former expresses 

a quite ordinarJ helplessness and guilt. Consequently, both fathers must relinquish their 

positions of dominance; Sam is pinned down by Nicole, and Mitch learns that his 

daughter has contracted HIV; he can no longer deflect her phone calls and must fly to 

see her. 

Later in the film, in a flash-forward to a plane journey two years later, Mitch tells 

Alison (sitting beside him and coincidentally a childhood friend of Zoe) a story of his 

daughter's near-death experience. The opening shot of the sleeping family returns to 

illustrate his memory, and the image, now located within the narrative, loses its purity in 

two senses; the unspecific model becomes Mitch 's family - and the tranquil slumber 

turns to horror when a mother and father wake and discover poison in the throat of their 

young baby girl. While sleeping right between them Zoe was bitten by baby black

widow spiders from a nest lodged inside the mattress; the evil was there despite the 

appearance of security and beauty. The concept of family given by the opening shot and 

stored in the viewer's memory is here undermined through the emerging distinction 

between appearance and reality. John Ralston Saul, Canadian novelist and philosopher, 

asserts that this confusion of myth and reality is manifest in the identity of the nation -

'Canada, like other nation-states, suffers from a contradiction between its public 

mythologies and its reality ... (O]ur increasing inability to deal with our own reality 

suggests that we have somehow become the victims ofmythology.'9 

Mitch, one such victim of mythology, informs Alison that each time he flies to see 

Zoe he remembers the event. Rather than witnessing it from his perspective as he saw it 

at the time, the images are infused with his romantic longing for the past; the softly lit 

illustrations - of Zoe suckling her mother's breast and of her little face staring up at the 

camera with the knife beside her head - contrast with his terror-stricken words. We do 

not witness the real event in linear narrative time and yet our memory of the image from 

the opening shot enables us to vicariously experience Mitch's loss: significantly 

configured in direct relation to his present state of helplessness. It is as though the past 

was always better; as Mitch says, 'It was a wonderful time in our lives ... we still felt we 
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equally now.' 
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Integral to the allegory of a collective experience is Mitch's memory of a past 

incident emerging amidst his present journey. His storytelling emphasises a desire for 

another time far from the 'now' and this explains the resulting somnolence of his 

present. Homi Bhabha, seminal post-colonial theorist, asserts that the 'borderline work 

of culture' interrogates this overlap or meeting point of determinants of cultural identity 

such as the dialectical relationship of past-present: 'Such art does not merely recall the 

past as social cause and aesthetic precedent; it renews the past, refiguring it as a 

contingent 'in-between' space, that innovates and interrupts the performance of the 

present' 10• Mitch's story abruptly cuts into the accident scene in which Billy sees the bus 

crash through the ice; the children's screams fade as it slowly sinks out of sight. Almost 

a relief, this 'interruption' leaps forward two years and yet back to the opening image of 

the family: Mitch's memory of a time long gone. Mitch here acquires a sympathetic 

light, a.iid his experience is connected with the accident, enhancing the pivotal mythic 

theme of the film: the loss of children. Ultimately the sequence allegorises a national 

struggle, therein signifying the film's 'borderline' or post-colonial project that is to 

locate Canada's identity in a strange and complex realm of 'in-between' -ness and 

liminality. 

The Sweet Hereafter expresses the complexity and liminality of the Canadian 

cultural identity through certain recurring motifs which compound a feeling of the 

'uncanny'. Freud's seminal essay on this subject is conducive to such an interpretation: 

'animism, magic and sorcery, the omnipotence of thoughts, man's attitude to death, 

involuntary repetition and the castration complex comprise practically all the factors 

which tum something frightening into something uncanny' 11 • All these factors emerge 

and re-emerge throughout the film and are crucial to its allegorical resonance. 

According to Saul: 

Canada is an animist country ... As you read through Canadian poetry and literature 
- whether in French or English - it is literally constructed of animist language. 
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Whether the scene is wilderness, countryside or city changes nothing in this ... The 
place is never the background 12 

and in The Sweet Hereafter, the lack of community is constituted physically in the 

snow-covered mountainous setting that dominates, scatters, and isolates the 

townspeople from each other: the land literally swallowing the bus as it crashes through 

the ice. 'Magic and sorcery' are alluded to several times, in the simple form of bad 

omens; on the day of the accident Nicole wears a sweater previously owned by Billy's 

deceased wife and in the court hearing she mentions that a brown dog ran across the 

road in front of the bus. More implicitly thematic, magic arises in Nicole's repeated 

contrapuntal voice-overs of Browning's The Pied Piper of Hamelin, which connect 

Sam's actions with evil and the supernatural. The 'omnipotence of thoughts' as 

fulfilling certain events is signified through Sean Walker's resistance to boarding the 

bus on the morning of the accident. As a boy with 'some kinda learning 

disability'(Delorus's words) his clinging to his mother, although a normal occurrence, 

acquires significance when read as foreboding intuition. 'Man's attitude to death', 

'involuntary repetition' and the 'castration complex' all overlap and are prominent 

throughout the film. Death is signified by dark openings, holes, and doorways which are 

repeatedly imaged: the barn door through which Delorus leads the children in the 

fairground; the hole in the ice through which the bus crashes; the shed door through 

which Nicole is led in the incest scene; the door to Nicole's new bedroom that opens to 

reveal a fairytale princess world13 and the frame that boxes indifferent Mary in the 

kitchen as Sam, in the foreground, talks to Billy. Freud writes: 

[T]he 'double' was originally an insurance against the destruction of the ego, an 
'energetic denial of the power of death' ... and probably the immortal soul was the 
first 'double' of the body. This invention of doubling as a preservation against 
extinction has its counterpart in the language of dreams [film being one], which is 
fond of representing castration by a doubling or multiplication of a genital 
symbol. 14 

From this perspective the holes, repeatedly imaged, symbolise castration anxiety; 15 

however, in the course of my argument I shall reveal the film's ambivalence towards 

these 'openings'. It is important to recognise that the uncanny is integral to the Canadian 
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post-colonial consciousness. It is the perfect expression of insecurity, impotence, fear 

and desire. 

Doubling, or recurring patterns, in a particular character's story, or parallels 

between the stories of different characters, is a central feature and further evokes the 

uncanny. On a visual level, doubling is explicit, for example, in the strange 

photographic artwork hanging behind Nicole on the stage, depicting her torso with two 

heads 16 looking out in opposite directions, like a siamese twin 17, foreshadowing her path 

ahead. Further examples of 'uncanny' doubling are the likeness in appearance of Nicole 

and Alison, which Egoyan says was 'entirely intentional' and is 'what Stephens is 

spooked by' 18, and obviously the good (but powerless) father and the bad father. 

Mitch expresses his own sense of a doubled self while explaining to Alison how he 

had to sit Zoe on his knees on the way to the hospital, ready to perform an emergency 

tracheotomy: 'I was divided into two parts. One part was daddy, singing a lullaby to his 

little girl, and the other part was a surgeon with a knife ready to cut into her throat.' This 

is a clear metaphor for the confusion of love and abuse between Nicole and Sam and it 

also, along with the shot of his cowering glance into the mirror on the plane, reveals 

Mitch's unexplained guilt. His 'division' into both daddy and surgeon thematically 

links his story to the incest scene between Sam and Nicole, in which ambivalence is 

powerfully configured through the juxtaposition of the image and sound tracks. A car 

drives up to a house at night. Sam, the driver, collects Nicole's guitar as she waits in the 

front passenger seat. She then gets out as Sam walks, not towards the house with its 

welcoming lighted windows, but towards the camera and off screen. Nicole is left 

wrapping a huge red blanket around her shoulders, her short skirt exposing thin 

stockinged legs against the snow-covered ground, appearing utterly vulnerable. Pausing, 

she looks toward him, and the next shot, from behind and over her shoulder, shows Sam 

pausing to look back: Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf. This sequence acquires 

allegorical resonance through Nicole's voice-over of The Pied Piper in which the 

children, hypnotised, joyfully follow the Piper as he plays: 19 

There was a rustling, that seemed like a bustling 

Of merry crowds justling at pitching and hustling, 



Small feet were pattering, wooden shoes clattering 

Little hands clapping, and little tongues chattering, 

And, like fowls in a farm-yard when barley is scattering, 

Out came the children running. 

All the little boys and girls, 

With rosy cheeks and flaxen curls, 

And sparkling eyes and teeth like pearls, 

Tripping and skipping, ran merrily after 

The wonderful music with shouting and laughter. 20 
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The frenzied excitement of the children contrasts with Nicole's ambivalence. Unlike 

them, her complexion is ghost-like, her hair dead straight, her eyes scared and confused, 

and she does not smile to show any ·'teeth like pearls'. Sam, the piper, with guitar in 

hand, leads her towards the shed. Hesitation is emphasised with two long close-ups, of 

Nicole's face and then Sam's, indicating their mutual awareness of the pretence of 

entering the barn for a music practise; however, she then follows him inside with a little 

'skip' in her step. Against her continuing voice-over, we see illustrations of the· children 

following and the camera pans across the pages until it reaches the Piper at the front of 

the procession: 

When, lo, as they reached the mountain's side, 

A wondrous portal opened wide, 

As if a cavern was suddenly hollowed ; 

And the piper advanced and the children followed, 

And when all were in to the very last, 

The door in the mountain-side shut fast. 

Did I say, all? No! One was lame, 

And could not dance the whole of the way; 

And in after years, if you would blame 

His sadness, he was used to say,-

"It's dull in our town since my playmates left! 

"I can't forget that I'm bereft 

"Of all the pleasant sights they see, 

"Which the Piper also promised me; 



"For he led us, he said, to a joyous land, 

"Joining the town and just at hand, 

"Where waters gushed and fruit-trees grew, 

"And flowers put forth a fairer hue, 

"And everything was strange and new; 21 
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This voice-over begins as they journey through the dark by torchlight. When Nicole 

mentions the 'one who was lame' we see an illustration of the boy with crutches: the 

outsider with whom she obviously identifies. This suggests her subconscious awareness 

that she occupies an exilic position devoid of normalcy and belonging and more simply 

it foreshadows her fated future in a wheelchair. After the illustration, there is then a long 

slow crane shot upwards over hay bales to reveal Sam lying down with Nicole leaning 

against him. An ambivalent feeling is subtly evoked as she both pulls away and leans 

towards her father (causing clear-cut roles of dominance and submission to blur). The 

ambivalence is heightened by tension in the position of his hand behind her head, 

seeming to pull her towards him. 

Her tentative following of her father indicates her fear of danger and yet she 

complies with the event by framing it inside the fairytale picture. The contrapuntal 

sound of her voice-over lends the event a mystifying tone disguising the simple fact that 

she is entering the barn to enact incest with her father. The 'joyous land' to which the 

Piper leads the children parallels the illusive dream22 built by Nicole's manipulative 

father which necessitates her entering the shed with him. The children in the poem are 

not ambivalent but are caught by the Piper's magic, and Nicole's recitation of their tale, 

despite her actions, betrays her absolute terror. Comparing Nicole's experience to the 

crowds of children following the piper to their deaths gives the event a terrifying 

allegorical significance; it alludes to a whole nation's experience of colonialism and 

imperial dominance. 

Griffiths, Ashcroft and Tiffin define 'ambivalence' as 'the complex mix of 

attraction and repulsion that characterises the relationship between coloniser and 

colonised ... [T]he colonised subject is never simply and completely opposed to the 

coloniser. Rather th~n assuming that some colonised subjects are "complicit" and some 
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"resistant", ambivalence suggests that complicity and resistance exist in a fluctuating 

relation within the coloniai subject. ' 23 Nicole embraces her father joyfully in the opening 

scenes, fearfully and confusedly in the incest scene, and then later, as he carries her limp 

body up the steps to the hearing and seats her in the wheelchair, she neither puts her 

arms around his neck nor looks at him. After the accident, despite her physical 

dependence, Nicole acquires a new wisdom and control over her relationship with her 

father. She arrives home from the hospital and gives completely dead responses to his 

handiwork with the house. Nervously, he asks if she likes the wheelchair ramp - 'Slick 

huh?' - and with monotone emptiness she responds - 'Very slick.' Looking around her 

newly spruced up bedroom (in which Sam, as Mary tells Nicole, has 'spent all his spare 

time as he wanted it to be absolutely perfect'), she coldly says: 'The door needs a lock'. 

Now submissive, Sam immediately attempts to adjust things but begins to fix the lock at 

standing height, causing Nicole to utter, in a tired and frustrated tone, 'It's too high ... 

I'll never reach it.' She is clearly 'repulsed' by her father as is emphasised with 

sustained close-ups of her blank, shocked, post-traumatic expression. When Mitch 

comes to the Burnell home to discuss the case, Sam (totally oblivious to Nicole's pain 

of having to remember the accident) untactfully and overhastily asks 'When do they 

award the damages?' Nicole's dumb-founded stares enhance the viewer's vicarious 

experience of her shock. Not only is she realising the extent of his disregard for her in 

these moments of negotiation with the lawyer, but she sees the way he has exploited her 

before. She is, using Saul's description of a colony, 'a possession, something bought 

and sold, something used and thrown away.' 24 

Nicole's awakening leads her to falsely testify that the bus was travelling too fast, 

that it was Delorus's negligence, and this sabotages her father's attempt to exploit her 

experience for monetary compensation. In the course of her testimony it becomes 

apparent that, implicitly, Nicole, is describing not the accident but her relationship with 

Sam. As with the incest scene, the repetition of Nicole's voice-over together with close

ups of both her and Sam lends the whole hearing mythical resonance, beginning with 

Nicole being wheeled in to the community hall, by her father: 

When, lo, as they reached the mountain's side, 

A wondrous portal opened wide, 



As if a cavern was suddenly hollowed ; 

And the piper advanced and the children followed, 

And when all were in to the very last, 

The door in the mountain-side shut fast. 

Did I say, all? No! One was lame, 

And could not dance the whole of the way 25 
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The recurrence of these lines 'uncannily' echoes the incest scene as does the red blanket 

hanging over the back of Nicole's wheelchair, retrieving her fear and emphasising her 

exilic position. This time, however, the hole in the 'mountain's side' offers new 

possibilities. The hearing begins, with Mitch sitting beside Nicole, a stenographer 

alongside the table facing the camera, and Sam sitting in the background behind the 

lawyer leading the testimony. Unlike a courtroom, the town hall setting is appropriate to 

the family secret, which implicitly dominates the hearing. Initially Nicole says she 

remembers nothing unusual on the bus journey but then she mentions the brown dog 

that ran across the road, causing Delorus to slow down; 'I remember that', she says. 

Then in close-up her eyes shift to look in the direction of her father: 'I'm remembering 

pretty clearly now.' When asked to explain what else she observed, the camera then 

rests on her frightened face, and mid-way through this voice-over, cuts to Sam looking 

anx10us: 

It's dull in our town since my playmates left! 

I can't forget that I'm bereft 

Of all the pleasant sights they see, 

Which the piper also promised me 26 

Nicole: (still looking at Sam): 'I was scared.' 

Lawyer: Why were you scared? This is before the accident Nicole - you 

understand what I'm asking? 

Nicole (with tear-filled eyes): Yes, I understand. 

Lawyer: Why were you scared? 

Nicole: Delorus was driving too fast. (At this point there is a close-up of Sam 

and his lips part) 
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Lawyer: Mrs Driscoll was driving too fast? What made you think that Nicole? 

(At this point the close-up is of father number two - Mitch - and his lips also 

part) 

Nicole: The speedometer. . .it was downhill there. 

Lawyer: You could see the speedometer? 

Nicole: Yes, I looked, I remember clearly now ... it seemed we were going too 

fast down the hill and I was scared. 

Lawyer: How fast would you say Mrs Driscoll was going, to the best of your 

recollection? 

Nicole: 72 miles an hour. 

Lawyer: 72 miles an hour - you're sure of this? 

Nicole: Positive. 

Lawyer: So you believe the bus, driven by Mrs Driscoll, was travelling at 72 

miles an hour at this time? 

Nicole: Told you I was positive - the speedometer was large and easy to read 

from where I was. 

Lawyer: You saw the speedometer? 

Nicole: Yes. 

Lawyer: Did you say anything to Mrs Driscoll? 

Nicole: No 

Lawyer: Why not? 

Nicole: Because I was scared ... and there wasn't time ... 

Lawyer: There wasn't time? 

Nicole: No. Because the bus went off the road and crashed. 

Lawyer: You remember this? 

Nicole: Yes - I do now ... now that I'm telling it. 

And with an extreme close-up on Sam's gaping mouth, Nicole's last voice-over sutures 

the identity of Sam and the Pied Piper: 'And why I lied, he only knew. But from my lie 

this did come true. Those lips from which he drew his tune were frozen as a winter 

moon.' This merging of the fairytale and the filmic reality is another instance of Freud's 

'uncanny': 
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an uncanny effect is often and easily produced when the distinction between 
imagination and reality is effaced, as when something that we have hitherto 
regarded as imaginary appears before us in reality, or when a symbol takes over the 
full functions of the thing that it symbolises. 27 

Other 'uncanny effects' are produced when, after the incest scene during which we hear 

Nicole's voice-over of the poem, the film cuts to the mountain-side and Delorus's voice 

describing the bus journey in a rhyming couplet, 'By the time I reached the bottom of 

Bartlett Hill road, I had half my load' and she then elaborates the way she imagined the 

children when she picked them all up, 'bright little clusters of three or four, like berries 

waiting to be plucked .. .I was putting them all in to my big basket, clearing the hill-side 

of its children.' Ironic, or uncanny, she was indeed taking them all away. Also in the 

scene where we see the bus from overhead as it weaves its way through the mountain, 

the whole event is mythicised with processional extradiegetic music dominated by a 

pipe. 

Freud continues, 'The infantile element in this .. .is the over-accentuation of 

psychical reality in comparison with material reality', 28 and this can be interpreted in 

the representation of Nicole's naivety.29 She eyes Sam throughout this sequence, and the 

last close-up of her look reveals her triumph: the lawsuit and the grief of the 

townspeople are irrelevant. However, she also attains an astounding emotional maturity 

through her ordeal, which is clear in her interrelations with Mitch. The close-ups of the 

two fathers show their bewilderment. Mitch appears to intuitively relate her lie to her 

relationship with Sam, and perhaps he is reminded of the vulnerability of his own 

daughter. Outside the hall, Sam frets: '1..1 don't know what she was doing in there ... she 

was lying' and Mitch responds 'It doesn't matter whether she was lying or not, the 

lawsuit is dead ... Right now Sam, the thing you've got to worry about is why she 

lied ... Now any kid who would do that to her father is not normal.' 

Sam is forced to see the part he has played in Nicole's 'abnorrnality'. Ironically, 

through her public lie, she triumphs by implicitly testifying against him, and he loses. 

Representing Nicole lying in such a context, the film's 'postcoloniality' emerges. She 

asserts her identity within, and in spite of, the structures of the dominant imperial 
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discourse of the courtroom and thus uses the public institution, supposedly upholding 

justice and truth, to gain power over a personal (but also political) experience. Homi 

Bhabha's work on the 'unhomely', a literal translation of the German word for 

'uncanny' - unheimlich, richly describes this reaching beyond the public strictures and 

spatial boundaries of cultural identity as it is assumed in post-colonial literatures: 

The recesses of the domestic space become sites for history's most intricate 
invasions. In that displacement, the borders between home and the world become 
confused; and, uncannily, the private and the public become part of each other, 
forcing upon us a vision that is as divided as it is disorienting ... The 'unhomely' 
moment relates the traumatic ambivalences of a personal, psychic history to the 
wider disjunctions of political existence. 30 

The power of allegory lies in The Sweet Hereafter 's linkage of private and public, 

personal and political, and family and community. Nicole's passage through the film 

effects this link. She 'who was lame and could not dance the whole of the way' is in a 

most appropriate space to assume the 'unhomely' position. After the accident she alone 

is left, prevented from entering the 'mountain's side', the giant hole which opens up in 

the ice. Nicole passes through the shed door outside her home with her father, 

eliminating the possibility of entering another and symbolising a liminal space between 

innocence and incest, dependence and independence, freedom and compulsion. The film 

consistently displaces her identity as daughter and child. She is clearly a teenager in the 

shots on the school-bus. In the front seat she takes on a maternal role to help Resa's 

timid son Sean get on the bus. She plays the surrogate mother baby-sitting Billy's twins, 

and she is also the surrogate wife/sexual partner for her father. 

Recall the words of Judith Herman on father-daughter incest: 'No one could 

understand better than she what it means to undergo emotional torment. No one knows 

better what it means to be an orphan, to be driven too soon from one's home, to live as 

an outsider, to feel like an exile in normal society. ' 31 It is significant that the film 

positions Nicole so totally inside this victim role and then has her triumph at the close. 

A victim of her father's abuse, she functions symbolically as a scapegoat for the town's 

diseased identity. Dysfunctional relationships abound in the community. During Mitch's 

interview with Resa and Wendi Walker they incessantly antagonise one another, 

disagreeing with each other's stories. Resa is having an affair with Billy Ansell who has 
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lost his wife to cancer. Sam and Mary Burnell, Nicole's parents, seek financial gain 

from Nicole's injuries. Sam abuses Nicole, and Mary, whether cognisant of this or not, 

covers things up; for example, she attempts to divert the conversation when Nicole asks 

why it is that they have a lawyer. Billy comes to ask Sam and Mary to drop the lawsuit 

so he can avoid the traumatic hearing, but Sam is unsupportive and refuses ('We need 

the money, Billy') despite Billy offering the compensation he received for the deaths of 

his children: 'That's what we used to do, remember, help each other, because this was a 

community'. Wanda and Hartley Otto appear to have a close loving relationship; 

however, they represent the culturally alienated (their appearance is either Native 

American, Armenian or Middle Eastern and they have an adopted Indian boy). Only 

Nicole triumphs over all this because she is essentially the protagonist of the nation and 

she wakes up to trickery and myth. 

The loss of community in the town32 appears to derive from an attachment to stories 

and myths in place of relationships between people. The characters all talk about each 

other to Mitch during his interviews regarding the bus accident, and yet seldom do we 

see any of them actually together. Mitch begins his quest arriving at Resa and Wendi's 

motel, with the appropriate liminal name 'The Bide-A-Wile', to stay and to discuss the 

accident with them. The first words of the conversation are Wendi's: 'Kyle Lamston's a 

drunk.' This is followed by a long story about Kyle and Doreen, its connection to the 

accident unclear until Mitch says 'You see, to do this right, to actually have a chance of 

winning, of getting some money to compensate you for the loss of your boy, we need 

folks like you - sensitive, loving parents with no criminal background and no history of 

trouble in the town, do you understand ... Now these people that you've told me about 

whose kids were killed, who do you consider to be good upstanding neighbours, people 

who will help us in our cause?' Resa and Wendi's 'sensitive' and 'loving' nature is 

totally absent from the ensuing conversation; they incessantly argue about the other 

people in the town parroting back and forth to each other the other's lack of knowledge 

of the reality of things. Resa suggests the Ottos and Wendi mutters 'Yeah, well they 

probably smoke weed.' 'You don't know that!' she shouts, and Mitch asks 'Have they 

ever been busted?' Resa says 'No' and Wendi bellows 'You don't know - that's what it 

is - you don't know!' 
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Mitch has several interviews with Delorus, one of which pointedly indicates the 

dominance of stereotypes. Delorus has been describing the bus journey during which the 

film flashes back to illustrate her words. After picking up Bear Otto and having a brief 

cheery conversation with Wanda and Hartley, Delorus drives off while the Ottos stand 

and wave. Delorus's narration then brings us back to the 'present': 

Delorus: The Ottos always waited for the bus with Bear, they were the only 

parents who did that. .. together like that. I guess they were what you might 

call ... hippies[ ... ]the way they look ... their hair and clothing. 

Mitch: Do they have any reputation for drugs? 

Delorus: No no no ... nothing like that. The Ottos are what I would call ... model 

citizens. They're regular at town meetings, they give their opinions in 

respectful way, they help out at various fund-raising bazaars ... though they 

aren't ... churchgoers. 

The Ottos are the only parents who are really 'together' in the film, the other marriages 

being dishonoured (Resa/ Wendi, Sam/Mary, Billy/Lydia (deceased)) or broken with 

Mitch and his ex-wife Klara. The implication is that their ritual farewelling of Bear is 

seen as odd and they are described as 'hippies': the broken family is the norm in this 

town. Delorus's run-down on the Ottos significantly builds them up with respect and 

then in her final breath - almost a whisper - she notes their deviation from publicly 

declaring their religious obeisance. As Delorus speaks, the camera is on Mitch who 

shifts his gaze to look at Abbot, Delorus's disabled husband. The camera then pans from 

Abbot's shaky head down his chest to where a war badge is sewn and down to a 

spasming hand on the arm of his wheelchair; Abbot, a relic from Vietnam33, sits there 

symbolising a lost patriotism and a general disintegration of Canada's relationship to the 

outside world, its allegiance to Britain lost and its domination by the U.S. This is 

significantly cut against Delorus's description of the Ottos as 'hippies'. 

When Mitch eventually meets the grief-stricken Ottos, he performs with post

colonial bombast: the scene begins with the sound of drums and a soft tambourine. He 

declares: 

Mrs Otto, there's no such thing as an accident - the word doesn't mean anything to 

me. As far as I'm concerned, somebody somewhere made a decision to cut a 
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comer, some corrupt agency or corporation accounted the cost variants 

between a ten cent bolt and a million dollar out-of-court settlement. They 

decided to sacrifice a few lives for the difference. That's what's done Mrs 

Otto - I've seen it happen so many times before .. .It's the darkest most cynical 

thing you could imagine but it's absolutely true. And now it's up to me to 

ensure moral responsibility in this society. 

Mrs Otto: Then you're just the thing we need- isn't that what you want us to 

believe, Mr Stephens, that you know what's best for us? 

Mitch: Now you listen to me, Mrs Otto, and you listen ve1y carefully. I do know 

what's best. As we're sitting here talking, the town or the school board or the 

manufacturer of that bus are lining up a battery of their own lawyers to 

negotiate with people as grief-stricken as yourselves and that makes me very 

very mad. That's why I came all the way up here .. .I promise that I will 

pursue and reveal who it was did not do their job - who is responsible for this 

tragedy .. .I will sue, I will sue until they bleed! ... We must make them pay, 

not for the money or for the compensation for the loss of your boy - that can't 

be done - but for the protection of other innocent children. You see I'm not 

just here to speak for your anger but for the future as well. 

Extradiegetic music begins as he speaks of 'other innocent children'. I have quoted this 

passage at length because it strongly illustrates Mitch's heroic role but subtly subverts it 

with Mrs Otto's line which expresses her awareness of his performance.34 This passage 

also positions Mitch in a struggle against the work of the Pied Piper, who led the 

children away because the town had failed to reward him for purging Hamelin of the 

rats. An addition to the novel it is based on, the film's use of The Pied Piper of Hamelin 

layers a plague metaphor onto the loss of family and lack of cohesion in the town, 

implying that the deaths of the children derive from, or punish, a collective evil; Mitch's 

speech implies that a collective of capitalist misers, like the council who refuse to pay 

the Piper, are responsible. The poem echoes, significantly in Nicole's voice-over, 

throughout the film: 'Fathers, mothers, uncles, cousins, families by tens and dozens, 

brothers, sisters, husbands, wives, followed the piper for their lives.' In the poem these 

lines refer to the rats being led away but ironically, in the film, this voice-over 

accompanies Nicole looking angrily at her father and mother as they attempt to 
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manipulate her and a cut to Mitch returning to his seat on the plane and pulling a blanket 

up over Alison who has fallen asleep. The terrifying concept in the poem is the Piper's 

deception of the townspeople, capturing them under his spell and intoxicating them with 

his music. Their frenzy is an obsession with an illusion; they are all caught by one man 

and one magic pipe.35 

Mitch himself grasps at stories. While compiling his lawsuit, for example, he gets 

excited when the Walkers mention the Ottos' adopted Indian son, killed in the accident: 

'Good! Very Good ... judges like adopted Indian boys', a significant allusion to the fact 

that even judges, supposedly upholding public moral order, succumb to an exotic notion 

of 'otherness' and that this is known and exploited by lawyers. Clearly not infallible as 

he demonstrates in his dealings with the townspeople, the fact that Mitch's own 

personal narrative is weaved throughout the film displaces him from the potential all

perfect hero. Saul proposes that anti-heroism is part of the mythological make-up of 

Canada: 'It is difficult to think of a country where the modem idea of the hero is less 

celebrated ... Canadians are willing to show respect, but little more. They are nervous 

that anything more might slip into that other thing. ' 36 When Billy Ansell runs into Mitch 

by the wrecked bus, at the mechanics, he seethes: 'Get the fuck away from the 

bus ... Mister, I don't even wanna know your name. We're not country bumpkins you 

can put the big city hustle on ... you leave the people of this town alone.' Billy angrily 

masks a sense of insecurity in the face of the big-shot city lawyer; in terms of national 

identity, arguably, this may symbolise Canada's relationship to US domination in a 

number of political, social and economic areas. 

Although an outsider, Mitch is not exempt from a position of cynical 

disillusionment. He deflects a call from Zoe while talking to Billy and says: 'It's my 

daughter. .. or it could be the police telling me they've found her - she's a drug-addict'. 

Billy interrupts suspiciously 'Why are you telling me this?' and Mitch responds: 

'Because we've all lost our children ... they're dead to us ... they're killing each other in 

the streets, they wander comatose in shopping malls - something terrible has happened 

- it's taken our children away .. .it's too late- they're gone.' Describing a mysterious 

happening that has befallen society, Mitch is attempting to understand Zoe's problems 
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as part of a collective experience. Like the resonances of the conspiracy motif, this 

moment alludes to a kind of divine interference. 

The non-linear structure of The Sweet Hereafter suits post-coloniality well in 

representing a dialectic between past and present. Mitch attempts to re-cover a truth 

which will win the lawsuit, but his memory and his loss haunts him. He is stuck in the 

past or rather, the memories of his past are stuck in the present. This functions to 

interrupt our Hollywood-trained viewing desire for chronological linear narrative; each 

time the bus-crash plot begins to advance, the film retreats to Mitch's story, which is a 

flash-forward to a plane journey two years later. 

Psychological/ subjective experience is expressed through contrapuntal sound 

which also adds to the displacement of the classical mode of linearity. Sound has 

particular relevance for post-modem/post-colonial readings of film texts. As Fredric 

Jameson writes: 

[T]he deeper tendency of the postmodern towards a separation and a co-existence of 
levels and sub-systems everywhere - in film theory as much as in film practice -
[has] made for a keener sense of the semi-autonomy of sound and the requirement 
that it counterpoint sight rather than simply underscore it.37 

After the call from Zoe and his escape from the car-wash, Mitch as though in a dream 

wanders into the workshop past an abandoned electric guitar pealing with distortion, 

which softens momentarily when he lightly touches the strings. The distortion begins to 

merge with extradiegetic music as Mitch explores further and then when he sees the bus 

wreck outside the window we hear the contrapuntal sounds of children screaming. The 

screams occur in Mitch's imagining of the accident which has already happened but 

which at this point the viewer has yet to witness. The ghosts in the wreck bring the 

trauma of the past into the present and these screams recur when Mitch visits the Ottos; 

as the kettle whistles on the stove, faint screams are sounded again, materialising the 

Ottos' grief. 

The displacement of sound from the temporal visual reality enables the film to 

depict psychological processes: part of the film's greater ideological project is to locate 
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the construction of identity, personal or national, in-between the subjective experience, 

or interpretation, and the actual event. Egoyan himself explains that this disjointedness 

is 'to elaborate experience over incident. .. We see the lives in the community as they 

were, as they are, how they will be, and - most significantly - as they become. ' 38 This 

indicates the auteur's post-colonial mindedness in strong agreement with Bhabha: 'To 

be unhomed is not to be homeless, nor can the 'unhomely' be accommodated in that 

familiar division of social life into private and public spheres [but rather it is where] 

public and private, past and present, the psyche and the social, develop an interstitial 

intimacy. ' 39 

The last words of the film, Nicole's voice-over, are revealing. As Mitch collects a 

taxi from outside the airport he spies Delorus working for a commercial bus company, 

and Nicole, like some omnipresent being, says: 'As you see her two years later I wonder 

if you realise something. I wonder if you understand that we're all citizens of a different 

town now, a place with its own special rules, its own special laws, a town of people 

living in the Sweet Hereafter, "where waters gushed and fruit trees grew and flowers put 

forth the fairer hue and everything was strange and new. Everything was strange and 

new". This voice-over articulates the awakening in the community and, uttered to 

Mitch, compensates for the sense of failure in his sad acknowledgment of Delorus. 

'Everything was strange and new' expresses the 'uncanny', the 'unhomely' and the 

post-colonial. There is hope for what lies beyond the traumatic present but also fear. 

Bhabha describes this as '(a] contemporary compulsion to move beyond; to tum the 

present into the 'post'; ... to touch the future on its hither side. ' 40 The last few moments of 

the film show an empowered Nicole, smiling as she looks up towards a spinning 

fairground ride that she is no longer on. However, the next shot, which appears to be a 

flashback, resounds with an 'uncanny' fear of the unknown; Nicole reads to the twins, 

closes the book, kisses them both good-night and walks down the hallway as an 

extremely bright light billows in from outside the house - as though a space-ship has 

landed. 

Family breakdown in Canadian films is frequently represented, either consciously 

or unconsciously, as an allegory for the struggle to assert a Canadian national identity. 
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Disintegrating relationships within the family and between the family and the 

community are implicitly linked to a collective slumber that has allowed illusions, 

stereotypes and myths to obfuscate and displace reality. Monolithic concepts of identity 

smooth out the palimpsest-like reality of a 'nation' inherently complex and poly-lithic in 

its histories, cultures, ethnicities, genders and generations. Revealing and subverting 

this cover-up via allegory, Canadian films, such as The Sweet Hereafter, are ·inherently 

and progressively engaged in a 'post-colonial' struggle. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

'AWAKENING IN A NATION OF SLEEPWALKERS ... ' 

POST-COLONIAL ANXIETY IN SWEETIE 
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'I can't understand what's happening. The whole family's coming apart like a wet 
paper-bag.' 1 

Like the representation of post-colonial struggle in The Sweet Hereafter, the 

Australian film sweetie (Jane Campion: 1989) uses family breakdown as an allegorical 

structure through which to explore the nation's relationship to the colonial influence of 

the past (Britain) and the neo-colonial present (the U.S). Consistent with the Canadian 

film, sweetie represents the paradigmatic father-daughter relationship and, albeit 

implicitly, alludes to incest; however, the film ventures beyond this paradigm to 

construct a complex picture of family breakdown through the oppositional 

characterisation of two sisters and the emergence of the powerful mother figure. By 

reading this family dynamic as an allegory for relations between the settler colony (the 

offspring) and external colonial/neo-colonial powers (the 'parent' figures), the 

divergences from the process represented in the Canadian and the New Zealand film 

(discussed in chapter five) indicate a distinctly Australian post-colonial struggle. 

Furthermore, this detailed analysis leads us towards more firm conclusions regarding 

cinematic allegories of national struggle. 

sweetie is the story of Kay, a nervous, superstitious young woman with an intense 

phobia of trees. While seeking spiritual guidance Kay is informed that she will meet a 

man with a question mark on his face; sure enough, a man newly engaged to one of 

Kay's work colleagues has a distinctly question-mark shaped cow-lick curling down to 

meet a mole above his eyebrow. Kay declares to Louis that they are destined and the 

two become lovers and move in together. Later(] 3 months later as an inter-title informs 

us) Kay arrives home from work to find Lou and his friend have ripped out the washing 

line from the concrete to plant a baby tree in the remaining small hole of earth. After a 

bad dream Kay sneaks out, rips the baby tree from the ground and hides it in the 

cupboard. Following this incident, Kay and Louis's sex-life mysteriously peters out and 
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after several unsuccessful attempts to deal with this, arranging an 'appointment for sex' 

and attending meditation classes, they resign themselves to their 'non-sex phase'. One 

night they return to their flat to discover that Kay's rather eccentric sister has broken in 

with her boyfriend/ 'producer' Bob. Dawn, whom everyone calls 'Sweetie', interrupts 

Kay's life, they conflict, and one day at the beach, she jumps on top of Louis and kisses 

him. After things tum violent between the two sisters, we are introduced to the wider 

family saga; their mother (Flo) leaves their father (Gordon) and he then arrives at Kay 

and Louis's flat. After tricking Sweetie into staying at the flat, Kay, Louis and Gordon 

go outback to visit Flo, where she works cooking for a bunch of 'jackaroos'. When all 

four return to the flat, Sweetie has completely lost the plot. With her skirt wrapped over 

her head like a chador, she growls and snarls like a dog, and is only briefly appeased by 

Gordon's gentle coaxing. As they all clean up her mess, Louis finds the dead baby elder 

under the bed and, declaring to Kay that she is 'abnormal', he leaves. Meanwhile 

Sweetie, naked and painted black, retreats to the childhood tree-house her father built 

for her and refuses to come down, instead shouting out abuse and profanity for all the 

neighbourhood to hear. After the family try unsuccessfully to reason with her, she 

angrily jumps up and down (accompanied by the little boy Clayton) and the tree-hut 

crashes down to the ground, killing her. In a scene of foot-sex, Lou and Kay are reunited 

and the film closes with an unnerving scene of the little Sweetie singing to her father in 

the garden. 

sweetie underlines the impotence and inadequacy of the father, allegorising the 

nation's failure to adhere to the happy 'family' model, the commonwealth ideal; 

however, the film progresses from this national failure to suggest an alternative - the 

new uprising of female independence and strength- representing the nation's attempt to 

manifest it~ own power contrary to the imperial model.2 Gordon's weakness is 

significantly emphasised in stark contrast to his wife's strength. The nostalgia sequence, 

in which Kay, Louis and Gordon visit Flo, despite being an isolated and temporary 

happy interlude, expresses a new hope, promoting an ideal of matriarchy and freedom. 

However, within the smrnunding context of abandoning 'Sweetie' and causing her to 

lose her head, this new-found independence is undermined and rather appears as an 

illusive nostalgic yearning that denies the present mess in the family. 'Sweetie' herself 
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symbolises aggressive nihilism, a common thematic persisting through Australian films, 

and thus her death at the end significantly bars the film's progressive trajectory. 3 

The title of Helen Brown's recent article, 'Awakening in a nation of 

sleepwalkers ... '4, clearly expresses the post-colonial predicament of Australia's national 

identity. Within the present context this vernacular of post-colonial recovery strongly 

echoes my reading of The Sweet Hereafter, in which Nicole's literal awakening from a 

coma causes her to symbolically wake up to the past. In her article, Brown refers to the 

white population's somnolence and denial with regard to the systematic oppression and 

annihilation of the indigenous Aborigines. Brown describes Australia as 'a nation with 

an attitude verging on mental illness - the disease of denial', predicating her argument 

on John Howard's denial of the 'stolen generations' of aboriginal children taken from 

their parents over two centuries between 1814 and the late 1980s. 5 The struggle of the 

white Australian population to confront their own and their ancestors' oppression of the 

indigenous population can be detected in sweetie and parallels the allegorical resonances 

of white pakeha guilt and denial in Heart of the Stag (discussed in chapter five). 

However, atop this struggle to accept their dispossession of the indigenous population, 

white Australia must also deal with the hangover of its origins as a colony of convicts. 

In Neil Rattigan's words, 'Australian culture is never truly at peace with being the 

inheritor of a nation gained by one group of dispossessed dispossessing the members of 

a prior culture. ' 6 It is this anxiety that is addressed through the family dynamic in 

sweetie, and distinguishes this film from both the Canadian and New Zealand films. 

Although both the Canadian and the New Zealand films similarly represent a sense 

of insecurity in relating to the Empire, Australian films image an almost radically 

defensive condemnation of Britain's imperial influence and a desperate need to assert 

independence and difference as the largest island nation state in the world.7 The paradox 

that persists in Australian cinema is one of striving for this distinction, a sense of 

Australianness established through myth and stereotype, while simultaneously striving 

to fit in with the omnipotent cultural hegemony of the U.S. 8 Struggle between these two 

is allegorically fought out in sweetie. The key divergences from the paradigm discussed 

in the other two post-colonial films are: the (sub)urban setting that is temporarily 
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abandoned for the 'nostalgia' sequence in the outback, the representation of two 

daughters (one a symbolic manifestation of the repressed memories of the other) 

splitting the post-colonial subject position in half, the empowered action of the mother 

figure, the death of the victim-daughter (although this apparently liberates the 'real' 

victim, Kay) and the implicit representation of father-daughter incest as a past incident. 

These elements shift the paradigm and illustrate the specifically Australian angle. 

The refusal to acknowledge the white settlers' attempts to wipe out the indigenous 

culture is imaged symbolically throughout sweetie and moreover can be perceived in the 

threads between the symbolism and the characterological motivation. It is significant 

that Kay tears out a baby tree, hides it in the cupboard until Sweetie and Bob arrive and 

spread it all over the floor. When this happens Kay hastily brushes it under the bed but 

even then, we cannot ignore the tree, as it returns in repeated under-the-bed shots, in 

Kay's visions in the meditation class, and much later when it is discovered by Louis. 

Heartbroken, he abandons Kay, saying, 'You're abnormal. You can't even let a little 

plant live.' The morning after Kay has ripped out the tree, Louis enters the spare room 

where Kay is kneeling on the floor beside the bed: 'Kay, our tree's gone.' The next shot 

frames Kay in the bottom left comer of the frame, as she guiltily clasps her throat 

saying, 'That's strange. It's just temporary'. Behind her on the bed lies a large black 

Sambo doll. The size and prominence of the doll unmistakably positions it as a symbol 

of Australia's collective guilt regarding its history of white settler-aborigine relations. 

The baby tree could be read as a symbol of the 'stolen generations' of aboriginal 

children, literally ripped from the earth. 

The film powerfully allegorises this greater national process in the father-daughter 

relationship when Sweetie performs the savage native in the tree. At this point she is the 

master over her father, an ironic reversal of the coloniser-colonised dynamic. When 

Sweetie and her 'palace' crash to the ground and she is killed, all of Kay's anxieties are 

drawn together - trees, Sweetie, childhood memories - and are violently purged. 

Reading this purgation as an allegory for the nation addressing its own guilt, 

historical amnesia and anxiety regarding the colonial encounter, the pressing question 
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is: Does the film maintain a denial of that history, by effecting a catharsis of the guilt 

and therefore avoiding a real confrontation with the violent roots of the nation? Or does 

it critically reveal the denial, and provoke an awakening to such history, leaving the 

viewer in an uneasy state ofrealisation about his/her somnolence? 

As I argue through the course of the chapter, the film simultaneously encourages 

and withdraws from a confrontation with the fear and guilt beneath the nation's 

mythology. A feeling of being dispossessed and abandoned permeates the narrative, and 

the characters respond to their dilemma often with reactionary violence as described in 

the examples above. It is this sense of the double, of being pushed and pulled, of being 

intrigued and moved but also terrified of nature, which lends the film its complexity and 

ambiguity. For example, Kay and Flo's contrasting attitudes towards trees, which 

through their roots are linked to the land, are symbolic of a national sense of . 

ambivalence towards Australia's huge isolated landscape, a source of power, 

independence and mystery, but also the reason why Australia was originally used as a 

prison colony.9 

sweetie's first shot frames the lower half of a pair of black-stockinged legs wearing 

black high-heeled shoes, against an illusive green foliage, accompanied by a voice-over: 

'We had a tree in our yard with a palace in the branches. It was built for my sister and it 

had fairy lights that went on and off in a sequence.' It seems as though we are looking at 

the legs of a girl hanging down from the branches of a tree; however, the next shot 

frames the upper half of the woman who lies on a bed against the same green leafy 

pattern, now revealed to be wall-paper, and with her arm over her eyes, it is implied that 

she imagines her sister and the palace in the branches. The voice-over continues: 'She 

was the princess, it was her tree, she wouldn't let me up it', and then, after a short pause, 

she says: 'At night their darkness frightens me, someone could be watching from behind 

them, someone who wishes you harm. I used to imagine the roots of that tree crawling, 

crawling right under the house, right under my bed. Maybe that's why trees scare me, 

it's like they have hidden powers.' This opening links Kay's fear of the 'hidden power' 

of trees to her childhood experience of being disallowed entrance into her sister's 

'palace'. It also cues the significant themes of the entire film - family conflict and 
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overwhelming 'uncanny' fears: animistic thoughts, involuntary repetition, concealment 

or repression of something once familiar, and nature breaking into the domestic human 

world. The 'uncanny' is deployed symbolically and literally throughout, infusing the 

narrative of family breakdown - explored mostly in the second half of the film - with 

allegorical resonance. Through reading this tangent of psychoanalysis as a symptom of 

collective post-colonial anxiety, the crawling tree roots that are repeatedly linked to 

Kay's (sexual) anxiety become a metaphor for the nation's historical origins - the 

repressed but resurgent 'roots' of national identity. 

The divisive opening two shots of the lower then upper half of a woman, together 

with the voice-over, cast an ambiguity onto the identity of the figure; is she the sister 

being mentioned or the woman who lies there remembering the past? This deliberate 

mise-en-scene unmistakably evokes a sense of the double: simultaneously splitting and 

suturing the identity of the two sisters. The last section of the voice-over, which shifts 

from the memory to Kay's animistic thought about trees, links past experience to an 

uncanny fear in the present, which in tum pertains to a hypothetical and thus 'future' 

incident, when 'someone who wishes you harm' may attack. Furthermore, Kay 

describes the fear as something inexplicable that she has always had, implying that the 

source of the phobia has been repressed. Alongside this linkage of past, present and 

future, the film visually locates the terror in the black-stockinged figure we see on the 

screen, internalising Kay's fear right from the beginning. Although the darkness of trees 

is strongly connected with her sister, who inhabits the 'palace in the branches', overall 

the film locates the source of Kay's nightmare in her own repressed memory. 

The 'double', as discussed in the previous chapter via Freud's 'The Uncanny', is an 

appropriate metaphor for the severed identity and 'self-willed historical amnesia' of the 

post-colonial subject. 10 Like The Sweet Hereafter, which uses the double to allegorise 

Canada's post-colonial struggle, sweetie represents a split identity, strongly visible in 

both its overall structure and internal thematic trajectory, in order to illustrate the extent 

to which the nation represses its memories of the past. Kay's narrational voice-overs, of 

which the framing examples are lyrical references to the uncanny recurrence11 of trees in 

her life alongside comments about her sister, mean that we identify with Kay and 
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perceive Sweetie's part in the narrative entirely in terms of how it impacts on her life. 

Sweetie's sudden and unexpected arrival midway through the film (literally breaking in 

to Kay and Louis's flat while they are out) drastically interrupts and shifts the narrative 

from a specific focus on Kay and Louis's breakdown in their relationship (specifically 

in the area of sex) to a 'family breakdown' plot. Sweetie's narratological function is 

entirely symbolic of Kay's (and by allegorical extension, the nation's) repressed 

memory; her entrance and exit function similarly to the bus crash that precipitates 

Nicole's awakening in The Sweet Hereafter. But because sweetie literally divides the 

post-colonial psyche in two, the repression is emphasised to a much greater extent and 

the 'awakening' itself is problematic. 

Despite the narrative centring on Kay's story, the film is given the lower case title 

of sweetie. 'Sweetie' is the name given to Dawn, used by all the characters at one time 

or another, irrespective of whether she is being addressed affectionately or otherwise; 

for example, Kay screams 'Sweetie!' when she discovers the severed arms of her dress. 

This exemplifies the ambiguity around Sweetie's identity and her role in the filmic 

world. The lower-case title suggests the popular pet-name for a child, but within the 

film's context where a character shares that name, it also links the specific and the 

collective. Furthermore, giving the non-specific name 'Sweetie' to the sister, whom Kay 

refers to as 'evil' and a 'dark spirit', emphasises her symbolic position, complements the 

film's inherent doubling of identity, and underlines the ambivalent relationship between 

father and daughter. 

Before Sweetie arrives we have Kay's idiosyncracies to ponder. Her vivid 

description of roots burrowing underneath the house establishes the uncanny tone that 

persists throughout the film, especially in the first half where her obsessions and 

superstitions visually dominate the screen. Petrified of trees, when she discovers Lou 

and his mate planting the baby elder in their concrete yard, she exclaims, 'What about 

the roots, Lou? They'll spread in under the house - that kind of damage costs a fortune', 

and concerned that the plant is 'yellow ,md sick', she expresses her anxiety to Louis that 

night in bed: 'What if it does die?' Louis's reply only feeds Kay's fear: 'Look it's not 

going to die, the roots grow to be really strong, they can split concrete.' As we already 
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know, it is the possibility of the tree roots 'crawling in under the house' that most 

terrifies Kay. 

The link between Kay's fear and a collective 'post-colonial' anxiety is imaged in 

the symbolic black and white dream sequence that proceeds from the aforementioned 

conversation. After Louis turns out the light, the sequence begins with a cross-section of 

ground revealing a plant as it grows up through concrete, its personified tendrils 

opening out like a huge mouth. Simultaneous to this upward expanding beast-like plant, 

the thin roots penetrate down into the earth. A tree is then planted in an earthy but 

rubbly hole. Unlike the suburbia of Kay and Louis's backyard, the scene takes place in a 

barren landscape and three women stand watching from the background. A handshake in 

the immediate foreground crosses over the face of the woman closest to the camera, who 

looks part Aborigine. The next shot (from the woman's point of view) looks back at two 

business men - dressed in black suits and hats - shaking hands as they seal the deal. The 

sequence translates Kay's fear into a story of capitalist colonialist take-over; the two 

men (one of whom uncannily resembles a younger version of Kay and Dawn's father, 

who enters the narrative later, while the other could be Louis) shake hands, and plant a 

little tree, as a symbol of their joint ownership of the land. The sequence signifies the 

colonial encounter with the two white men appropriating the land while the women 

watch in silence from the distance, almost blending in to the landscape and thus being 

similarly colonised. After these images the colour and consciousness return, and Kay 

creeps outside in her thin night-dress; the street light shines through to outline thin 

naked legs emphasising her feminine vulnerability. She rips out the baby tree causing 

nature to respond with the howling of dogs close by, and then, once inside, and with 

fingers crossed, she nervously flings the tree into a cupboard. 

Violence and fragility mark a tension in this dream sequence and the surrounding 

scenes. The washing line is needlessly tom out of the concrete, with Kay's underwear 

still pegged on, and lain on its side over a patch of grass in the comer. Why Louis and 

his friend (who perhaps become the men in Kay's dream) did not plant the tree there 

remains to be seen. While the process is violent, Louis's intentions are sweet and 

romantic: •n's our anniversary tree'. Like the violent process of planting the tree, Kay's 
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tearing it out again is similarly violent, accompanied by the extradiegetic sound of 

nppmg. 

The fast motion imagery in Kay's dream of the plant growing up and the roots 

burrowing down signifies that her terror around trees is related to sexual anxiety. 

Consistent with this linkage, after she rips out the plant Kay gets a cold, begins sleeping 

in the spare room, and the sex is gone from her relationship with Louis. Her voice-over 

details her thoughts about the strange event: 'I don't know why, but even after my cold 

went, I couldn't move back, I just stayed on in the spare room.' Kay tries a meditation 

class, during which we see another dream-like sequence. Rather than relaxing and 

finding 'quiet', Kay's vision is plagued with a frightening and rapid series of images: 

food, a question mark, Lou's cow-lick, a little girl's bare legs standing on a grate then 

morphing into a young woman's legs, the baby elder flying through a dark blue night 

sky, human shadows on a wall - then a shot tracking in on the trunk of a huge tree in the 

concrete, entering into the dark crevasse between the tree roots. After this last shot, Kay 

gasps, and in an extreme close-up her eyes abruptly, open wide. Ironically, while Kay is 

confronted with frightening visions of dark holes (their symbolism clearly sexual)12 

amidst flashes from childhood - Louis glances at a Tantric sex book. He later goes to 

Kay's work and suggests that they arrange an 'appointment for sex', but their 

appointment lacks any passion or excitement. They lie flat naked next to each other and 

Kay says, 'It feels like you're my brother or something,' to which Louis replies 'Yeah, 

incest.' After this, she abruptly sits up and getting dressed says, 'Look, we just have to 

relax and things will go back to normal.' The mention of the word 'incest' is both a 

filmic clue to the incest in Gordon and Sweetie's relationship, but also Kay's reaction to 

it signifies that she herself has some hang-up related to the idea. 

The couple arrive back home one night, and portentous music accompanies the 

camera's slow pan past a stag's head ornament on the wall to the broken window, 

signifying something is amiss. 13 When they find clothes strewn on the floor in the 

hallway, Kay gasps. We then see a plump figure with dark make-up dart across the 

hallway and into another room and Kay relaxes, 'Oh, it's alright ... it's a friend of mine, 

I'li handle this.' She enters the room, which has become a tip, and we then meet Sweetie 
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and Bob; she is dressed in black lingerie while he sits in his underwear wearing Louis's 

jacket, looking completely drugged up, and smoking a fag. The two appear completely 

incongruous to the already established world of the film. 

From this point on, Kay's anxiety is projected onto Sweetie. In Jan Epstein's words, 

Sweetie is 'a bizarre manifestation of social/ family control' .14 She enters the scene at a 

particularly appropriate time, insofar as she represents everything the blank but spiritual 

Kay represses: sexuality, passion, chaos, and madness. Epstein writes, 'As well as being 

the source of the family's energy, she is the incarnation of the "uncertainty principle" 

'. 15 She thus embodies everything insecure, unstable and newly emergent - epitomising 

the post-colonial state. With studded bracelets over lacy gloves, she manifests all the 

contradictions and tensions of the film: tragedy and comedy, love and violence, 

childhood and adulthood, purity and sexuality, peacefulness/ playfulness/ beauty and 

chaos/ anger/ ugliness. We are given several clues that something is not quite right in 

Sweetie's head. Louis reasons with Kay the next morning after they have arrived: 

'Come on Kay, she's had bad luck, being in a coma for a year. Jesus, it's no wonder 

she's not normal', and Kay replies, 'Is that what she told you? She's never been in a 

coma! She's never even been unconscious!' These last words express Kay's anxiety 

about Sweetie's manic presence, and they implicitly draw attention to her own state of 

unconsciousness with regard to the past. 16 Sweetie's arrival brings Kay's past back to 

haunt her, and after the relationship between the two sisters swiftly depletes to the point 

where Sweetie's 'mental' illness is clear (she chews up Kay's treasured model horses) it 

is time for some explanation. 

We are then introduced to the parents, in the midst of mother Flo leaving her 

husband Gordon. Flo's face is reflected in an ornately framed mirror like a royal 

portrait, as she says: 'Gordon, I'm not going to be made to feel guilty. Look at Eddie 

and Magella -they were like us, drifting along for years making a mess of things -

anyway it's just a trial. Gordon? Gordon-I'm leaving now.' She goes and knocks on a 

door and the next shot reveals a male figure sitting in darkness who then flicks a switch 

that lights the top of the throne-like chair (another monarchical reference) upon which 

he sits and begins a tinkling tune. In parallel, the film cuts to a shot of the treehouse -
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Sweetie's 'palace in the branches' - lined with coloured bulbs that light up and flash, 

linking Gordon's relationship with Sweetie to the family breakdown. Within the context 

of the film's exploration of guilt, Flo's blatant refusal ('I'm not going to be made to feel 

guilty'), and the action she takes to free herself, engender an escape not only from 

Gordon, but from Sweetie. As we later discover, the whole family perceives Sweetie as 

the source of the conflict. She is the bad child - a symbol of the deviant roots of white 

Australian culture - she is apparently the reason why the family ideal has failed. 

Gordon, unable to cope, even though Flo has left plates of dinner all over the bench 

for him to microwave, goes to Kay's house. Sweetie opens the door a fraction but on 

seeing it is her father, she says 'I'm getting on real well dad', ignores his requests to 

come in, and slams the door on him, angrily walking away. Together with the following 

scene, the relationship between Gordon and Sweetie appears to be confusing. The visual 

triangle (Kay and Dawn on one side of the kitchen and Gordon sitting at the table in the 

foreground), the separate dialogues between Kay and Gordon, and Sweetie and Gordon, 

and both Kay and Dawn's obliviousness to each other, again create a sense of the 

doubled identity of the two sisters. Kay's blank expression and her concern for her 

father is the polar opposite to Sweetie's nervy agitated proclaiming to her father, 'I'm 

really making it this time dad, I'm walking through doors. "One moment please sir, and 

I'll check on that." Remember that dad?' The two sisters face their father and 

simultaneously discourse with him, giving us the strong sense that they are two opposite 

parts of one psyche. 

The film gives several clues of the ambivalence and unhealthy aspect of Gordon 

and Dawn's relationship, which is represented similarly to the way in which the 

flashbacks in Heart of the Stag signify a confusion oflove and abuse between Cathy and 

Jackson. While Gordon, Kay and Louis are discussing a strategy to get rid of Sweetie 

and Bob, Gordon exclaims: 

I can't understand what's happening. The whole family's coming apart like a wet 

paper-bag. You two don't appreciate this, but the show world is full of unusual 

types. What's to say Sweetie's any more unusual? She's talented - she's sincerely 



79 

talented. You never did appreciate her Kay. Geez, she was a talented wee thing, 

sing, dance, act the goat, anything she put her mind to. 

We then see a flashback of a little pair of bare feet jumping while a man's hands 

alternately slap her feet and the table followed by a shot of a pair of little bare legs in 

underwear walking along the table and diving into the man's arms. The lengthy last shot 

of this sequence signifies something evil in this scene; it is angled. down the man's legs 

to the floor where a little dog viciously growls and barks at the feet of the man. 

One night, just prior to Kay, Louis and Gordon going west, Kay walks past the door 

to the bathroom, and portentous music and her slow retreat back to look again implies 

something is wrong. The next point of view shot reveals Gordon sitting in a bath while 

Dawn is soaping him down, playfully dropping the soap into the water and reaching 

down and slowly finding it again. Then we see a very grave looking Kay, lying in bed 

pulling the covers up around her chin. Despite her witnessing this inappropriate incident 

between her father and her sister, it merely re-confirms for her that Dawn is 'evil', and 

she can also easily forget the incident when the three leave for the outback. 

Like Kay, we are led to disregard the seriousness of the scene between Dawn and 

Gordon, while the suburban setting is replaced with the open road and expanse of desert. 

Arriving at the station Gordon drops off Kay and Lou but, still bitter about Flo's leaving 

him, he stroppily drives away when she welcomes him inside for a meal. That night, we 

see Flo outside under the verandah, surrounded by the men, singing a nostalgic love 

song. Kay sits up in her camp bed to look out the door and exclaims 'That's mum! I 

didn't know she could sing.' As if to underline the sense of escaping the past, but also 

the strength of the mother, Flo powerfully (and quite beautifully) sings on, 'So, forget 

about the heartache and the troubles you've been through, somewhere there's a someone 

for someone just like you. There's a love that waits for you, and there's a love that waits 

for me, and I know that you're the one, you're the love that waits for me.' 

Flo's strength and her ability to defy the fear comes through explicitly in an ensuing 

scene, in which she goes swimming in the river with Louis and Kay. Their conversation, 

although specific in its reference to 'Sweetie' and their family, is a powerful allegory for 
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revived and ready for the crocodiles: 

Flo: I believe we can begin again. 

Kay: Out here I can believe it, but well, you know ... 
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Flo: I know, it's Sweetie, she's had her way too long. Dad and I have a right to a 

life too. 

Kay: I know mum, but will she let you? 

Flo: Well, what's been happening isn't fair to her either, all illusions-

Lou: Yeah, but illusions don't go away, they become more subtle, I mean, what's 

real? It's a big question. 

Flo: Not to me, not now, I feel like I know. 

Kay: I hope so, it's just that Dawn's so damn clever. I really think she's evil. I've 

told Louis that. 

Flo: She's not evil, she's just frightened. What noise do crocodiles make Louis? 

[He slaps his hands together and she chuckles] Fie me, croc! [The three then 

go swimming]. 

Flo expresses her feeling of having moved on, of being able to see a future beyond the 

present family troubles, and she also acknowledges that Sweetie's interference in her 

relationship with Gordon results from the illusions within which she operates - illusions 

that we know have been fostered by her father. As an allegory for the nation struggling 

with its own illusionary ideals and myths inherited from its imperial parents, Flo 

represents a position simultaneously standing outside this world and appealing to 

another version of it. She lives in a fantasy of the Hollywood west (like Australia 

leaning towards the US) ai1d still plays the mum who cooks for the cowboys (thus 

remaining within her mother role). Flo is an alternative to the bad parent and the 

crumbling family, but nevertheless she remains within the societal strictures of her 

gender and leaves the control of her daughter up to her husband. Furthermore, she only 

temporarily departs from the urban world to clear her head. 

When the family return to Kay and Louis's flat they are shocked to find Sweetie 

sitting at the table with her skirt over her head, like a little child. When Gordon walks 

in, she bitterly utters, 'You just left me', and Gordon gently says 'You 're a big girl, I 
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left money for food.' Sweetie replies angrily, 'Yeah well I had to spend it, I had to buy a 

skirt.' When Flo walks in and approaches Sweetie, she receives angry barking and 

growling. Only Gordon knows how to manipulate her in this state and he slowly puts his 

hand up to her cheek saying 'Hello little puppy, tell Daddy all you know'. She whines 

gently but then snaps at him when his hand actually touches her. 

This scene in which Gordon deals with Sweetie's mad state is a brief prelude to the 

game played by father and daughter when she dons the guise of a savage (naked and in 

black paint) and moves into her 'palace' (the tree-house). When Kay arrives at her 

parents' house to help with the mission to get Sweetie out of the tree, Flo informs her: 

'Gordon sends her meals up in a bucket. She treats him like a dog - she's the master.' 

Simultaneous to this dialogue we hear Sweetie outside screaming, 'Dad! You're an 

asshole dad!' Gordon and Sweetie's relationship contains ambivalence, much like 

Nicole and Sam's relationship in The Sweet Hereafter; this is expressed in the shift from 

the daughter's dependence on her father's appraisal of her talent, to her assertion of 

independence from him and his exploitation of her vulnerable state, through to her 

punishing him for his abusing and abandoning her. Where sweetie diverges within this 

ambivalent father-daughter paradigm, is in the surrounding context of the family. The 

death of Sweetie and her father's grief is the beginning of something new for Kay and 

Louis, and for Flo and Gordon. The tragedy can be read as a symbolic end to the 

division in the family but also as an eternal silencing and denial of the past. 17 

Following the drama when Kay, Louis, Flo and Gordon arrive back to a barking 

mad Sweetie, and shortly before the tragic last sequence, Flo and Louis have a 

conversation in the yard outside the flat that significantly expresses both optimism and 

struggle: 

Flo: What a plain little yard - still! suppose it's the way when you're renting. 

Lou: I did put a tree in once, someone stole it. 

Flo: I can't imagine living without my trees, they give me hope. How do you get 

that big? [We then see a shot of a huge tree rustling in the wind, its eerie 

animistic quality reminiscent of Antonioni] 
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Lou: Have you told Sweetie about the unit? [referring to their plan to settle her 

in a separate flat near their house] 

Flo: Not yet, when we're home and organised. 

Lou: Are you still hopeful? 

Flo: Oh yes, I'm not giving him up, not without a struggle. 

The future of Flo's relationship with Gordon appears to rely upon whether or not they 

can get rid of Sweetie - she is the interfering element in everyone's life. Clearly, Flo's 

sense of hope is different from Kay's spiritual commitment, and on some level she is 

more aware of the insecurities of Gordon and Sweetie, whereas Kay is infuriated and 

unwilling to look when she is confronted by what she sees in their relationship. Flo, 

apparently unaware of the incest, is still cognisant of the ambivalence and dependence 

between her husband and daughter. On two occasions she notes the fear of both. The 

first is in the swimming scene when Flo suggests Sweetie is 'not evil. .. just frightened' 

and the second is when the family, minus Sweetie, sing together in the car and Gordon, 

suddenly upset, stops the car and cries to Flo, 'I just want us all to be together.' Flo gets 

out of the car and when Kay asks 'Sweetie?' she replies 'He's in a fix about her. I've 

told him she's not living with us.' Kay says 'That's really great mum.' Flo sighs, 'Oh I 

don't think he can do it. Look at him Kay, he's scared stiff.' Again, Flo is positioned 

outside the father-daughter ( coloniser-colonised) relationship and thus beyond and 

above the fear. 

This depiction of the powerful mother contrasts dramatically with the representation 

of Mary in The Sweet Hereafter, and of Mrs Jackson in Heart of the Stag, both in terms 

of Flo's assertion of independence from her family and also in her centrality to the 

film's narrative. The nostalgia sequence wholly occurs because she is in the outback, 

and while the rest of the family falls apart in conflict, she has managed to escape. 

Contrary to Mary, who figures minimally as the woman who stands in the kitchen, or 

sits by Sam's side, and tries to avoid explaining to Nicole about the law-suit, and the 

crippled Mrs Jackson, who cannot even communicate and is represented turning a blind 

eye to Jackson's doting on Cathy in her childhood, Flo is a true matriarch. 
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Although there is this strong mother figure, the terms upon which she serves as a 

role model for the nation to assert itself are somewhat contradictory. She leaves her 

family and yet retreats to an escapist fantasy that avoids the problem. She is strong, and 

yet needs to compete with her daughter for her husband's love. She is independent and 

yet not long after her family come to visit her, she returns with them to the city. She 

appears to be the glue in the family unit and yet appears to have no real relationship 

with Sweetie. Despite her power she chooses to stay with a man who is a 'wet paper

bag'. Howsoever these elements are interpreted, what is clear is that the film pulls itself 

in several directions and is structurally complex. 

Rather than depicting one character awakening from a period of slumber or denial, 

the film divides the characterological referent for the post-colonial psyche into two 

characters. Kay's awakening, precipitated and symbolised by Sweetie's dramatic 'visit', 

and thus located apart from her in one sense, is marginal and implicit. Kay's denial 

appears so deeply rooted, subsumed by the superstitions and myths under which she 

operates, that despite Sweetie's tragic death she refuses to face the truth. The film ends 

on this ambivalent unnerving note similar to the ambiguity represented at the close of 

The Sweet Hereafter; however, owing to the doubling of Kay and Dawn, the terms of 

any liberation are more complex. Dawn, free from her own pain, punishes her father by 

leaving him forever, her last dying words almost speaking the terrible secret, 

'Dad ... dad ... '. When she does stop breathing and blood pours out of her mouth, Kay, 

suddenly concerned, rushes over and tries to resuscitate her. She breathes into Sweetie's 

mouth and then turns to face her parents crying 'Call someone!', her lips covered in 

Sweetie's blood, a symbolic suture of the identity of the two sisters. At the funeral, 

Gordon feebly waves 'Bye bye Sweetie, good girl', still referring to her like a dog. How 

the whole incident has really affected Kay is ambiguous as her voice-over at the funeral 

is another reference to trees: 'Trees never seemed to leave us alone, we couldn't even 

get the coffin down for some tree root sticking out the side.' The next scene shows Kay 

walking down the hallway, eyeing the broken horses and biting her lip, as though she 

senses what was really wrong between Sweetie and her father, Perhaps she has woken 

up, as the visible unease is complemented in the final sequence in the back garden 

underneath the tree where Gordon sees the ghost of the young Sweetie singing a 
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nostalgic song of love. It is a chilling image of lost innocence contrasting with the scene 

in which the troubled Dawn, painted black and naked, has falien to her death. Whether 

or not Kay wakes up to the past, her own or Sweetie's, is unclear. This uncertainty is 

part of the film's allegory of a collective feeling of unease and trepidation about the 

future. 

sweetie represents the fear that comes with a quest for independence and allegorises 

the collective struggle of attempting to move forward without having fully accepted the 

past. Compared with the film discussed in the following chapter, sweetie represents a 

nation somewhat further along the evolutionary path of the post-colonial subject, having 

refuted the imperial model of the patriarchal family unit and (temporarily) promoting an 

alternative. Furthermore, the film presents a heavy reliance upon, and resistance to U.S 

culture for ideals and inspiration, and a fear of having stepped out more prominently 

into this in-between position. Unlike The Sweet Hereafter, which represents Canada's 

similar position, stuck between the two empires, sweetie images Australia's fearful 

relationship with itsel£ As an enormous island nation, the attempt to avoid its own 

history will keep Australia's feet nailed (and tree roots burrowing) into the ground. 

1 sweetie (Jane Campion: 1989) 
2 This is something that can be seen throughout Australian cinema; for examples, look at Strictly 
Ballroom (Baz Luhrmann: 1992), Muriel's Wedding (P.J. Hogan: 1994), The Well (Samantha Lang: 
1997), Spider and Rose (Bill Bennet: 1994), and (in drag) in Priscilla, Queen of the Desert (Stephen 
Elliot: 1994). 
3 The theme of the deviant recurs throughout Australian cinema, not surprisingly given Australia's 
convict roots, and can be seen in the figure of the usually male Iarrikin or 'ocker'. This image of 
rebellion against dominant white male authority produces an interesting contradiction within the myths 
of national identity. See the introduction to Neil Rattigan's Images of Australia - JOO Films of The New 
Australian Cinema (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1991) for a discussion of this. In 
more contemporary films, for example Romper Stamper (Geoffrey Wright: 1992), the deviant is 
represented as a violent white supremacist. Sweetie, although female, is masculinised and fits the model 
with her studded bracelet (worn over the top oflacy gloves), her huge bolshy figure and her violent 
temperament. 
4 Christchurch Star, Friday 2nd June, 2000, p. B9. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Rattigan, p. 21. 
7 It may be useful to recall the repeated mention of Australia in Secrets and Lies which clearly 
represents Britain's feeling of insecurity regarding the emergent strength of this particular 'child' 
colony. 
8 For a detailed analysis of this striving to be distinct, in both the sense of the industry itself attempting 
to be distinct from Hollywood and other national cinemas in genre and form, and also in its attempt to 
encapsulate a distinct notion of Australianness, see Tom O'Regan's Australian National Cinema 
(London: Routledge, 1996) 
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9 For more on this ambivalence in attitudes towards the landscape and its linkage with settler-indigene 
relations, see Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacob's Uncanny Australia: Sacredness and Identity in a Post
colonial Nation (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1998) 
10 See my quotation in chapter 3, p. 45, from Leela Gandhi. 
11 'Involuntary repetition' is one of the central elements of the uncanny discussed in the previous 
chapter. 
12 Recall my Freudian reading of the frequently recurring dark openings and doorways - genital symbols 
- in The Sweet Hereafter. Kay's visions are clearly in adherence with this kind of uncanny fear. 
13 The stag, an appropriate signifier of sexuality, prefiguring the appearance of Sweetie and Bob, is also 
a strong symbol in the New Zealand film. 
14 Jan Epstein, Sweetie In Scott Murray Australian Film 1978-1992, (Melbourne: Oxford University 
Press, 1993), p. 288. 
15 Ibid. 
16 The theme of somnolence persists throughout the film. Bob's sleeping disorder (he is always asleep), 
is a perfect example. Extending beyond the individual, the wider society within the film appears to be 
spiritually starved and sluggish, from the down-and-out junkies in the cafe to the participants in the 
meditation class. 
17 Reading Sweetie as Kay's double or alter-ego, we could interpret that the incest was actually between 
Kay and her father and has been deeply repressed; perhaps it was with both girls. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

'SMILING ZOMBIES' AND HEART OF THE STAG 

The greatest single illusion we have is that we have no illusions. 
After that comes the belief that we are a bold, cavalier people, fond of challenging 

conventional myths, compassionate with one another in our search for social justice, 
happily adjusted to a benign environment. The truth is that, far from being bold and 
free, we are emotionally retarded, desperately unable to cope with our emotions, smiling 
zombies waving across the moats we have dug around ourselves to prevent the 
distressing touch of passion. We were what all immigrant nations always have been - a 
society of strangers. And because of our puritanism and isolation at this far comer of the 
earth we have remained a society of strangers. 

Gordon McLauchlan1 

It is difficult to gauge the cultural impact of a text such as Gordon McLauchlan's 

The Passionless People (1976), a balky critique of New Zealand's national identity. 

During the decade after its publication, however, there emerged a steady stream of 

feature films representing family breakdown intertwined with the kiwi male's struggle 

to adhere to certain dominant stereotypes of masculinity. A prime example of such a 

film is Heart of the Stag (Michael Firth: 1985), an invidious depiction of father

daughter incest. A farmer of a beautiful North Island spread, kept in the family for three 

generations, neglects his wheelchair-ridden wife (the result of a stroke) and obsesses 

over his land and his daughter. Whether or not Firth read The Passionless People, the 

film similarly reveals cracks in the national mythology. The representation of father

daughter incest, bad kiwi machismo taken to its extreme, is linked to the diseased 

identity of the wider collective/ nation. Heart of the Stag subverts the myth of the 

independent tough white male and allegorises the nation's denial of feelings of 

inadequacy and guilt inherited from the colonial encounter.2 

As McLauchlan suggests in the above quotation, the pretence of boldness, 

independence and control requires the suppression of passion and inevitably creates a 

'society of strangers'. But who are we estranged from - our predecessors, our roots? 

From where does the fear and insecurity derive that maintains a society of people 

isolated from the outside and from each other? Why do we suppress our passion? What 
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are we trying to hide? Heart of the Stag implicitly addresses these questions through a 

study of the macho male stereotype. The film represents the collapse of this Pakeha 

myth of manhood by unveiling a collective sense of anxiety deriving from both past and 

present subordination to external colonial/imperial powers, and from the dispossession 

of the indigenous Maori population. The film subverts this stereotype by linking the 

violence and anger of patriarch Robert Jackson to his personal (and the surrounding 

community's) repression. 

Throughout the previous chapters I have examined the crucial role of allegory in 

imaging collective/ national experience. The representation of breakdown in the father

daughter relationship, depicted in several Canadian, Australian and New Zealand films, 

is a primary allegorical referent for post-colonial struggle and, as evinced in the earlier 

chapters, functions within the wider context of inter-national struggle. Jameson writes: 

'On the global scale, allegory allows the most random, minute or isolated landscapes to 

function as a figurative machinery in which questions about the system and its control 

over the local ceaselessly rise and fall. '3 Isolation functions in this way to create 

symbolic resonance in the narrative of Heart of the Stag. More than the Canadian and 

the Australian films, this cinematic allegory depicts a singular narrative structure to 

convey its ideological and post-colonial project. A travelling stranger, Peter (Bruno 

Lawrence), arrives at a farm one night to get help after his ute breaks down'. The owner 

of the farm, despite being initially rude and overbearing, offers Peter a temporary job as 

a farm hand during the busy shearing season. The farmer's daughter Cathy (in her late 

20s), whom we have already seen serving her father's sexual needs, is timid and silent; 

however, she warms to Peter through the course of the film until she is eventually 

compelled to reveal her awful secret. The pair then escape together, pursued by Jackson, 

but in the final climactic chase sequence, the evil father is killed when a stag charges 

and attacks him. 

The rural setting symboiises the isolated island nation separated from the rest of the 

world, and constitutes the perfect background for a study of the diseased family, the 

daughter's experience of alienation (the exile of the victim 'child' colony), and her 

struggle for liberation and independence. Unlike Mitch Stephens and Jake Gittes, who 
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have their own personal missions to fulfil, their own pasts to reconcile, the outsider's 

sole narratological function in Heart of the Stag is to rescue the daughter. As such, the 

film presents an ostensibly simple (mythic) world in which good and bad, and inside 

and outside, remain clear. The complexity, and important area of focus, lies in the film's 

concomitant subversion and reinforcement of the macho male stereotype, and the degree 

to which the 'outsider' hero, whom the film promotes as an alternative to the bad father, 

both transcends and adheres to this stereotype. The implication of this contradiction is 

that the film is both progressive and conservative, and signifies the nation's reluctance 

to move beyond its illusions. 

In Knocked Around in New Zealand: Postcolonialism Goes to the Movies, Jane 

Smith asks an important question: 'Why are New Zealand films so keen on representing 

a woman suffering spectacular physical abuse at the hands of a family member, usually 

a man?' 4 Smith draws the necessary link between the representation of gender conflict 

(thus violence suffered by women) in New Zealand films and the nation's colonial 

history. Explaining further, however, she claims that 'attention to the domestic frontier 

helps prevent questions about the relationship between the local and the global' [my 

italics], and that New Zealand films are ultimately 'neo-colonialist' because they use 

gender conflict to withdraw from representing other forms of oppression (such as those 

ofrace and class).5 While Smith raises important problematics regarding the political 

tameness of New Zealand films, she is herself guilty of the neo-colonialism that she 

critiques. Of the three films analysed by Smith, she claims 'In each case, an ugly battle 

between the sexes erupts just in time to prevent the films from becoming dangerously 

transgressive - representing New Zealand as fundamentally other than gender-centric. ' 6 

This totalising claim erroneously maintains a hierarchy of subject positions (gender 

being clearly relegated to the bottom), and neglects the importance and the necessity of 

representing identity at the 'interstitial' level. Smith ignores the political resonance of 

colonial and imperial structures that are evinced through generational and gendered 

relations. Indeed, New Zealand films frequently represent domestic conflict as an 

allegory for a collective experience of colonial subjugation and atrophied national 

identity. Contained within the paradigmatic father-daughter conflict, 'one of the most 

unequal relationships imaginable'7, is a progressive and past-colonial struggle. 
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Furthermore, as I have previously articulated, it is the representation of a monolithic 

world (in which race and class have little or no bearing) that reveals New Zealand's 

attempt ( and the attempts of other post-colonial nation-states) to create a 'national' 

identity8• 

Like many Canadian and Australian films, dysfunctional dads repeatedly figure in 

New Zealand films. Smash Palace (1981) and Sleeping Dogs (1977) both directed by 

Roger Donaldson, depict fathers who buckle under pressure and abandon the family; in 

the former Bruno Lawrence kidnaps his daughter at the same time. Broken English 

(Gregor Nichols, 1996) and Once Were Warriors (Lee Tamahori, 1994) portray violent 

abusive fathers. Trespasses (Peter Sharp, 1984) and I'll Make You Happy (Athina 

Tsoulis, 1999) feature impotent fathers incapable of looking after themselves. In the 

latter two films, daughters Katie and Siggy (and also, to a degree, Georgie in Smash 

Palace) are obliged to adopt the role of surrogate mother.9 The portrayal of these 

inadequate fathers resonates with the profound cry of the victim. They either fall short 

of ideals of masculinity, becoming feminised or infantilised in the process, or they 

overplay and embody a grotesque distension of the stereotype; in both cases they are, in 

Saulian terms, 'victims of the nation's mythology'. 

The position of the abused daughter is symptomatic of the nation's collective victim 

psychosis, which results from colonial and neo-colonial dependence. In Heart of the 

Stag this is expressed at the microcosmic level in Cathy's inability to reveal the incest 

secret and free herself from her father's dominance. Her present routine depends upon 

her father's rule and serving his house and farm. Therefore, the impact involved in 

revealing the sexual abuse, while liberating, would mean her whole reason for existence 

would radically shift. What does her struggle allegorise? In Cinema of Unease, Sam 

Neil discusses one example of colonial dependence, British importation of kiwi lamb: 

We would stick by Britain, they would stick by us, no matter what, we would do 
our duty and our duty was to produce cheap food for home. How many sheep lost 
their lives for the British Empire? ... 
Then, in 1973, Britainjoined the common market without so much as a thank you 
very much. It was a betrayal of breathtaking indifference, our very reason for 
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existence had gone. We felt abandoned and incredibly stupid. It was time to grow 
up. What we needed was a sense of ourselves, a culture of our own. 10 

This sense of betrayal, when the empire parent apparently abandoned the child colony, 

is at the roots of the nation's inferiority complex. The struggle for independence here 

appears to be not self-imposed but enforced by Britain's increasing lack of interest that 

urged New Zealanders to develop a unique identity of their own (similar to Australia's 

experience). Coming from this relatively reactionary and defensive position, violence is 

inevitable as an assertion of ownership and dominance within the nation itself: hence 

Heart of the Stag's representation of a father raping his daughter. 11 

Heart of the Stag opens with the front credits on a black screen accompanied by a 

tinkling lullaby as though from a jewellery music box. Gradually the sweet music fades 

to be replaced by harsh discordant tones. Emerging from the darkness tiny headlights of 

a car slowly blip their way towards the foreground. A man sitting inside his broken 

down car, rolling a cigarette, promptly gets out to try and signal the passing car but after 

briefly slowing it drives on past, a clear symbol of this 'society of strangers'. The next 

shot pans across a dark bedroom against portentous extradiegetic music. A mirror 

reveals a little movement but darkness prevents a clear view of the action. Firstly we 

hear a woman moaning uncomfortably and then (as the camera draws closer) a man 

grunting. Eventually we see the huge naked back of a man lying on top of a young 

woman who is passively and unwillingly enduring his thrusts. Then the film cuts to the 

man from the car walking towards the house and knocking. 

In this opening sequence the film establishes the path of the outsider/ traveller/ 

stranger and the diseased domestic world he is soon to encounter. 'Man alone', and on 

the road, is a common thematic motif in many New Zealand features and has its roots in 

the early European settler's experience of isolation and 'his' attempt to tame and 

colonise the wildemess. 12 The man, refused help from the only other sign of civilisation, 

a car passing in the darkness, ventures towards the nearest rural residence: Jackson's 

farm. We are shown, in parallel action, the violent world he will discover, in an 

overhead shot of the full body of a naked man on top of a young woman while she lies 

staring blankly over his shoulder. Foreboding music evokes an evil unhealthy 
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atmosphere in the scene. The woman responds to the knocking, struggles to push the 

huge man away from her and urges him to answer the door. Eventually giving in, he 

turns around to reveal his angry face. Looking relieved with the distraction, she slowly 

pulls the sheets up around her naked body. The stranger at the door is about to enter a 

frightening place. 

New Zealand films are frequently set on farms or in small provincial towns that 

function as microcosms, allegorical vignettes for the wider society/ nation. Jackson's 

obsession with ownership and property that infects his relationship with Cathy places 

him in adherence to the stereotype of the New Zealand pakeha male. He farms a 

beautiful spread that belonged to his grandfather and his father before that; he fought in 

the war, defending the good name of Britain, and he hunts. He embodies all the ideals of 

the tough kiwi male as delineated by McLauchlan: 

A cherished illusion is the reliant, resourceful country man, our most persistent self
portrait. The myth began in the South Island with the swagger, the seasonal worker 
of the nineteenth century when New Zealand really was all backblocks and rough 
roads, with isolated sheep stations beyond isolated provincial towns in a country 
isolated from the world. 13 

Jackson's behaviour clearly subverts this cherished illusion. Isolation enables him to 

abuse his daughter and to exploit her dependent position. Independence and self-reliance 

that come with living off the land become a fostering ground for repression and 

violence. The sickness in Jackson's relationship with Cathy appears to derive from an 

individual psychosis, but implicitly it is symptomatic of a dysfunctional and sick 

national identity. While the film contrasts the 'outsider' (of the younger and calmer 

laissez-faire generation) with the settler-farmer-gone-wrong, Peter still assumes all the 

qualities of the self-sufficient 'seasonal swagger'. It is his display of resourcefulness to 

Jackson, hauling up his ute with the tractor, that secures him the temporary work on the 

farm. Although Jackson's violent gruff temperament and his abuse of his daughter 

subvert the ideal of the colonial settler in his provincial haven, Peter is a new version of 

the same mythic stereotype. 



92 

Initially Peter's performance of masculinity appeals to Jackson, winning him the 

job and dinner at the boss's house. Dining at the house with Jackson and Cathy (the 

invalid mother not present), Peter attempts to include Cathy (who cooks the meal and is 

generally treated like a servant by Jackson), but is held back several times, during which 

the difference between him and Jackson is also foregrounded: 

Peter: I don't think I've ever seen so much bush on one farm, and all those 

English trees - who planted them? 

Jackson: My grandfather loved trees and his father before him. 

Peter: That's a long time to be in one place. 

Jackson: You sound like a bit of a gypsy to me, touch of the wanderlust. I did my 

travelling during the war, far too much of it, but you wouldn't know about 

that of course. 

Peter: No. I guess my war was a bit different. True enough though I like 

travelling- been to the South Island, Cathy? 

Jackson: No, she hasn't. 

Peter: West Coast? Karamea? I was actually brought up in central Otago. I 

remember when I was a kid there was a poem .. 

Jackson is brusque and allows Cathy no freedom to discourse with Peter. When she 

utters the lines of the poem Peter is trying to recall, her father gruffly proclaims 'Baxter. 

Sound classical background gone soft!', abruptly stands up, and orders her to clear the 

table, saying they are to retire to the drawing room. Peter, shocked by his rudeness, 

attempts to help Cathy clear the table. As the film progresses, Jackson becomes 

considerably more aggressive towards Peter, enforcing the boundaries between him and 

Cathy. 

The poem is James K. Baxter's High Country Weather: 

Alone we are born 

And die alone; 

Yet see the red-gold cirrus 

Over snow-mountain shine. 

Upon the upland road 



Ride easy, stranger: 

Surrender to the sky 

Your heart of anger. 14 
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The latter section is recalled together by Cathy and Peter. Significantly Peter, the 

stranger who is 'upon the upland road', appears to have surrendered his anger, contrary 

to Jackson, who is all anger. They represent two different types of Pakeha male identity 

separated by a generation. In so far as his character, generation and family heredity 

indicate, Jackson is aligned with the English colonial settler, the bad possessory 'parent' 

figure. His anger and guilt (allegorising a collective predicament) derives in the fact that 

his land is not 'his' land. The repression of this insecure reality creates violence. 

The different masculinities of Robert Jackson and Peter Daley are clearly signified 

in their attitudes towards hunting. Jackson takes great pride in detailing his hunting 

ventures to Peter, who is direct in telling Jackson, 'I don't hunt.' Jane and James Ritchie 

write, 'The man who keeps his gun in a locked cupboard and the bolt elsewhere is a 

different type of person from the man who takes his gun out and oils, polishes, fondles 

and flourishes it every night.' 15 Indeed, Jackson is seen making his own bullets and 

frequently 'fondling' his gun. His obsessive phallic behaviour indicates that there is 

much that is repressed in this man. 

Jackson's interaction with Peter betrays overtones ofrepressed homosexuality. 

From this perspective, his invitation to Peter to have dinner at the house is masked as an 

attempt to inspect the trustworthiness of his new farmhand. When Cathy prepares dinner 

and chooses an expensive bottle of wine to serve, her father says 'No need for wine', to 

which she replies, 'He's a guest.' Jackson says 'No dear, he's a hired hand coming to 

talk about business', but then Cathy reminds him, 'That's why you're breaking one of 

your rules', a clue to Jackson's unusual interest in Peter. During the dinner, the tension 

of the scene from the viewer's perspective appears to lie in the secret between Jackson 

and Cathy; however, Jackson's lascivious glances at Peter indicate something more. 

Midway through the scene, the film cuts momentarily to show Jock in the shearer's 

quarters, eating his peas and chops, drinking a beer, and reading. This parallel action 

shot further underlines Jackson's special treatment of Peter who, unlike Jock, dines at 
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the house. After dinner, as Cathy clears away the dishes, Jackson gets out his box of 

cigars. Like his display of affection with his guns, he fondles, sniffs and strokes his 

cigars before lighting up in front of Peter. The framing emphasises the size of the cigars 

and Jackson's handling of them. 

After dinner, the two retreat to the study. The film cuts to the dark hallway, 

showing the crippled Mrs Jackson wheeling up to the study door to listen, visually 

reminding us of the activities of Jackson and Cathy, which the helpless mother has also 

listened to from this place. From outside the door we hear Jackson's voice: 'See this 

fella here? Shot him in India a long time ago.' The camera then cuts inside the room to 

where the two men stand on either side of a fireplace above which is hung a huge stag's 

head. Jackson continues his story, 'One of the hardest stalks I ever had. Blasted him on 

the tops from about a mile away.' He then goes to the gun cupboard and opens it to take 

out his gun so he can relive the incident: 

I'd only just got my Mauser. I was determined to have his head on my wall, almost 

didn't get him. Rushing season and he was horny as hell-had to damn near crawl 

the whole distance on my belly - almost two hours - then I had him, he responded to 

my roar, his head came up just enough, he bellowed with his guts to challenge! [He 

suddenly aims the gun at Peter] Always aim at the heart. That way, you'll never 

spoil a trophy. 

Jackson practically salivates as he describes his heroic kill. His language and delivery 

have strong overtones of a sexual attack (particularly his relationship with the stag 

during the ordeal) and this, coupled with his pointing the gun at Peter, significantly adds 

to the sickness we have already witnessed in Jackson. The whole scene builds 

dramatically with extradiegetic music creating tension, as Jackson reaches his climax. 

Totally unimpressed and threatened, Peter firmly says, 'There's one thing I hate and 

that's having a gun pointed at me - goodnight', and he walks out, leaving Jackson alone 

cradling the Mauser to his cheek. Ironically, Jackson's perverse lusting after prey 

backfires on him at the end of the film; while chasing Peter and Cathy up the tops of his 

farm, he is distracted by a potential 'trophy', which stabs and kills him with its horns. 
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Despite this complete subversion of the dysfunctional kiwi farmer, juxtaposed 

against the beautiful farm surroundings, the latter images tend to romanticise and uphold 

the pastoral lifestyle, particularly through the representation of Peter amidst this 

landscape. 16 During his evening at the house, Peter is instructed to go and stay in a hut 

up the top of the hills in order to muster the sheep down for shearing. Several of the 

scenes shot up by the hut (nestled in trees next to a beautiful lake) and during Peter's 

mustering work go far beyond functioning to contrast the ugliness of the family within, 

and instead they appeal to the beauty and splendour of the land inhabited by the 'man 

alone'. Despite this little isolated haven providing the opportunity for Peter and Cathy to 

establish a tnendship within which Cathy can later reveal her secret, this only becomes 

possible because Cathy rides up to deliver food to Peter while he stays in his high 

country retreat. When she visits him, drawn to his friendliness but essentially 

performing domestic duties (thus reinforcing her gender role), he is not working but is 

enjoying himself; for example, she finds him relaxing in the outside bathtub, listening to 

jazz on his radio. Peter's friendly greeting (as he sits up in the bath) ' Great, someone to 

scrub my back', seems to unsettle Cathy and she walks away; however, it appears to be 

his forward manner ( and his being naked) that gently perturbs her more than 

(unbeknownst to him) his reference to her performing favours for the physical comfort 

ofmen. 17 

Nicholas Reid comments, 'Each viewer will have to decide how much ... [Heart of 

the Stag] exploits, and how much it explores, its taboo subject.' 18 Clearly, the film (like 

this thesis) is not a study of incest. Despite being brutally and confidently represented, 

the sexual violence of Jackson against his daughter Cathy is used to exaggerate the 

former's obsessions and his diseased embodiment of a masculine stereotype. It also 

establishes the stark contrast between two types: the obsessive 'settler' farmer, Jackson 

(Terence Cooper), and the wandering 'man alone', Peter Daley (Bruno Lawrence). 

Despite one being settled and one wandering, they are both 'alone'. In this respect, 

rather than incest, the film mainly explores male pakeha identity. 
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Although the 'man' holds thematic focus (in contrast to sweetie) the representation 

of father-daughter incest cannot but help to reveal the implications of such phallocentric 

myths for women. Recalling the words of Judith Hermann: 

Father-Daughter incest is not only the most frequently reported but also represents a 
paradigm of female sexual victimisation. The relationship between father and 
daughter, adult male and female child, is one of the most unequal relationships 
imaginable. It is no accident that incest occurs most often in the relationship where 
the female is most powerless. 19 

In representing father-daughter incest, Heart of the Stag utilises the paradigmatic 

father-daughter relationship to explicate a greater history of colonial and post-colonial 

oppression. Cathy's struggle to repress the ugly secret allegorises a wider collective 

denial/ repression, covered up by a national pretence of security and strength. Her exilic 

position outside the collective (she is denied belonging, yet has a function) symbolises 

the inadequacy, insecurity and inferiority of the nation in relating to the outside world 

and the 'parent' figure of empire.20 

New Zealand films frequently establish a relationship between the colonisation of 

land and the exploitation ofwomen21 ; for example, in Vigil (Vincent Ward, 1984), The 

Piano (Jane Campion, 1993) and Heart of the Stag. The last of these explicitly stages 

the implications of colonialism for women by using the representation of father

daughter incest as an extension of patriarchal dominance. As wife and sexual partner to 

Jackson, as domestic slave, farmhand and housekeeper for the shearers, and as mother 

and nurse to her own disabled mother, Cathy is utterly without freedom or agency. Bev 

James and Kay Saville Smith note the position of women in early New Zealand settler 

homelands: 'Women played a considerable role in maintaining the household's self

sufficiency. For women, the division of labour between the sexes was flexible. They 

would tum their hand to any work required in the house or on the farm' .22 More bluntly, 

Jane Smith asserts: 'British settlers ... engaged in two distinct forms of colonisation. 

Land could be obtained through subjugation of the Maori race; land could be maintained 

through exploitation of women of their own race ... That white married women were held 

in only slightly more respect than livestock is evidenced in New Zealand's colonial 

laws.' 23 Cathy's role(s) on the farm encapsulates this stereotype of the settler's wife; her 



97 

subjugation at the hands of her father symbolises both the colonisation of the land and 

literally expresses the exploitation and marginalisation of women within a patriarchal 

colonial culture: 'Exiles of Empire. The British Empire stood for order, enlightenment, 

decency and sacrifice. And such sacrifice. ' 24 

From the beginning, the film reveals the secret to the viewer, showing Jackson 

having sex with Cathy. Flashbacks (signified in a similar manner to sweetie, with 

tinkling music), portray Cathy as a young girl, in bed reading as her father enters, sits on 

her bed, and strokes her hair, and at the lake after a swim as he dries her off with a towel 

- indicating that the abuse began in childhood.25 Our knowledge of the incest, given 

from the outset, dictate:s a clear reading of these scenes, aiding our identification with 

Cathy and demonising Jackson. Beyond this form of dominance, Cathy must also 

remain the daughter and child; Jackson forbids her any freedom or independence. 

Obviously constrained from contact with the outside world, she avoids Peter's 

friendliness, skittering off immediately after executing her chores when, for example, 

she delivers linen to him in the shearers' quarters. 

We see the effect of the incest on Cathy expressed in two sequences where she is 

alone and thus able to show her struggle. This aids spectator identification with her and 

thus with an outside position enabling critique of the dominant culture. In the first 

sequence Cathy prunes a rose bush, initially gently snipping and then, obviously 

becoming frustrated and angry, she pummels her hands into the bush and cries out. After 

the outburst she slowly lifts her bleeding hands to look in terror at the sight of her own 

blood, the same blood as her father's, and she trembles with disgust and anger. Like 

Oedipus, whose incest with his mother is symbolically linked to the plague in Thebes, 

Cathy's awareness of her impure blood further emphasises her position as an outsider 

and surrogate victim of collective violence.26 Another sequence in which Cathy's 

struggle is explicitly portrayed takes place in her bedroom. As though she has forgotten 

herself, she looks at herself in the mirror, lifts her hair away from her face, and reveals 

the beauty beneath her awful experience. The camera then pans from her reflection 

across some riding ribbons hanging on the mirror (with the large capitalised words 

'District' and 'Association' linking the personal and the political), an obvious sign of 
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her lost identity, onto her real image. She then ritualistically applies eye-shadow, eye

liner and then bright red lipstick. Once her make-up is complete, however, ii seems to 

remind her of her mask of denial and, pained by this, she lifts her hand to smear the 

make-up over her face, then draws it down into a trembling clenched fist as tears trickle 

from her eyes. 27 

Displaced from her role as daughter in the family and isolated from any urban 

world, the only pakeha female on the farm other than her crippled mother, Cathy is truly 

an exile. This is best illustrated during the shearers' party where everyone silently 

rejects/ignores her, either because of her gender or the stories that may have circulated 

about the incest. The film leaves this ambiguous, which enhances alienation- Cathy's 

and, through our identification, ours. At the party, Maori women, sitting amongst a 

group of Maori 'Other', sing traditional songs and express a strong cultural/collective 

identity, which foregrounds the lack of a group to which Cathy belongs. Her otherness 

is established even further by the extroverted display of masculine bravado - the 'stag

roaring contest' - in which each male has to roar like a stag and the longest roar wins (in 

· this case it is Jackson). This demonstrates the vile pretensions of the stereotypical kiwi 

male, further reinforcing our identification with Cathy and with an 'outside'. The 

shearers, isolated from the rest of society, are reduced to pitiful models of colonial 

settlers, proving to other males their powers of strength and domination. As the Ritchies 

explain: 

The New Zealand masculine stereotype has its foundations in the pioneering 
past ... Men deprived of the moderating influence of women and families felt the 
need to be tougher than they really were, and dared not display tenderness to one 
another, perhaps because of homophobia. Their asexual mateship involved 
demonstrations of toughness that often became competition. Woodchopping 
competitions, sheep-shearing championships, the male skills of fencing and tug-o
war linger on still. 28 

In this context, the stag roar is also a profound symbol of sexual domination. Jackson, 

who wins the competition and becomes disgracefully drunk, grabs a young Maori 

woman and, to her disgust, kisses her on the lips29 • It is significant that, at this point, 

Cathy, seeing the abhorrent behaviour of her father, flees the scene to a basement shed 

underneath the party. Peter consequently follows her and she, overcome with rage, in a 
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kind of primordial hell beneath the male shouting and her father's drunken crass 

singing, finally reveais the incest. She screams at Peter, who follows her and compels 

her to tell him what is wrong: 'You're no different, you 're just like all the others, you 

just want to screw the farmer's daughter! Well you're too late ... the farmer's already 

done it!' Jackson's behaviour, although deriving from some individual sickness, is here 

configured within a collective of demonstrative violent masculinity; his abusing Cathy 

derives from and would almost be acceptable to the identity of the male group. Her 

exilic position is the implication of both the incest and her alterity in relation to the 

men. Thus she accuses Peter, while she confesses. Unfortunately the progressive 

potential of this critique of kiwi male culture as a whole is undermined by Peter's role in 

Cathy's liberation. Peter, an 'outsider' similarly disgusted with the scene, responds to 

Cathy with appropriate sensitivity and care. He is the ultimate hero: a symbol of the new 

generation or new culture, which inevitably reinforces phallocentric mythology. 

Despite the role of Peter as saviour, we do witness Cathy's personal journey and her 

own moves toward revenge, or liberation. The motivation is expressed in those scenes 

described above, where she lets out a private rage, and the temptation to take action is 

also shown on several occasions. For example, she enters the wool shed and spies her 

father with his head down fixing the wool press and she walks over and reaches up to 

tum it on but halts at the last minute. In one scene she appears to be making her own 

bullets (having observed her father making them earlier on), but at the close it is 

apparent that she has sabotaged his handi-work when his bullets fail to shoot the stag 

that attacks and kills him. Like Nicole in The Sweet Hereafter, Cathy does take 

independent action towards her liberation. Nevertheless Peter is the ultimate cause of 

her freedom. He encourages her to talk: 

Peter: You know I was a cab driver once, it's pretty amazing what people come 

out with, I mean to a total stranger. It's sort oflike a confessional, stories 

you'd hardly credit. There was this one bloke I'd come across sometimes, 

very straight. Got to know him a bit, he even showed me a photo of his two 

kids, both girls, nice looking kids they were. Then one night I picked him up 

and he was as drunk as a ... 

Cathy: Don't tell me. 



Peter: Cathy ... 

Cathy: You mustn't tell me, it's a confessional. 

Peter: Well, there's some things that've got to be told ... 

Cathy: Nothing has to be told. 

Peter: ... otherwise they just build up. 

Cathy: Not everything has to be told. Anyway, you're no priest! 
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She then abruptly walks away. While he talks to her, she works, accounting for the 

shearing, and as she becomes increasingly tense, counts louder. This passage illustrating 

her struggle to cover-up the incest significantly refers to Christianity, which both entails 

confession but also serves to hide and repress and, according to McLauchlan, is the root 

cause of New Zealand's repressed puritan culture.3° Cathy's fear of talking is symbolic 

of a national fear of revealing the reality underneath the mythic performance. 

The title of the film significantly alludes to the 'heart' of the animal that Jackson 

persistently tries to shoot. The stags are his prize, as Jock informs Peter when they spot 

one during their ride around the farm: 'We shouldn't get too close, boss likes to keep 

them for himself.' When Peter looks captivated by the stag and tries to get closer, Jock 

warns him 'It'll be the stag-roaring season soon, a stag like that is bloody 

dangerous ... remember what I said. Mr Jackson doesn't like anybody touching what's 

his.' This blatantly refers to Jackson's obsessions with property: both the stags that he 

hunts and his daughter. Later in the film, while Peter is out trying to photograph a stag 

in the bush, he hears another roar behind him but it is Jackson calling to the stag. Peter, 

the humble observer stuck in the middle with his camera, tries to capture the 'stag' 

behind him, thinking it is the real thing, and Jackson, hearing movement, aims his rifle 

directly at Peter, erupting into fury when he realises who it is: 'You damn fool, I almost 

killed you!' and he pushes Peter aside and tries to shoot at the stag as it flees. Peter 

apologises saying 'He'll be back, he's claimed this as his territory', to which Jackson 

replies, 'I've claimed it for mine. You bloody stay clear of it. '31 This echoes his 

instructions to Peter at the dinner earlier: 'You leave my stags alone, do you hear?' The 

stag-roaring contest, an obscene display, also aligns Jackson with the animal he hunts. 

The stag is a symbol of sexual prowess and yet, unlike Jackson, it has a 'heart'. The 

closing climactic sequence, in which the stag stabs Jackson with its horns, indicates an 
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animistic force that sees the hunter die as the result of his sins against nature. 

Ultimately, the stag invokes an ambivalent and uncanny feeling of fear and wonder. 

The stag is the source of the uncanny: he is both fear and desire. Seeking the roots 

of 'the uncanny', Freud discerns that the word heimlich, or 'homely', has two meanings 

which are in apparent contradiction; on the one hand, heimlich means 'friendly', 

'intimate' and 'comfortable', and on the other 'concealed, kept from sight, so that others 

do not get to know of, or about it, withheld from others. '32 Therefore, Freud ascertains 

that 'heimlich' comes to mean the same as 'unheimlich' and that 'everything is 

unheimlich that ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come to light. '33 The 

duplicitous implication of family, to protect and secure but also to isolate and hide 

abuse, is central to Heart of the Stag as an instance of the 'unhomely' and an allegory 

for the nation's obsession with boundary maintenance. Cathy is terrified to reveal what 

has been repressed, whereas Jackson, so swallowed by his denial and consumed by the 

myth of rural splendour, locates any problem as an outside threat. Cathy's fear of 

stepping beyond the perimeters of her present keeps her father's sexual domination 

hidden. This process symbolises the collective concealment of feelings ofinadequacy in 

relation to external global powers, and trepidation about future independence and 

responsibility. New Zealand's desire, to establish its independence in the face of 

imperial power, is hindered by a vicious circle: fear leads to pretence and pretence 

breeds more fear and insecurity. 

Presenting a strong secure national identity, mighty-man-tames-nature, a myth of 

magnificent proportions, is an attempt to ward off invasive threats from the outside 

world. This imagined 'invasion' is constructed out of our own fear and sense of 

inadequacy, and possibly because, as the descendants of colonisers, we ourselves know 

that land can be stolen from those.for whom it is home. Thus is the fate of the nation

state: 'External threats and internal doubts are hard to disentangle. '34 What will happen 

when we are found out, when the myth cracks? The stag will sense our fear and attack. 

The close of the film, the patriarch killed off, is triumphant for Peter and liberating for 

Cathy. But what is next? Sam Neil articulates this sense of trepidation, the post-colonial 

closure of New Zealand films: 
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I've often had the feeling that perhaps this is the edge of the world and maybe these 
narrow islands are adrift ... we may just topple over the edge into oblivion. This 
sense of the precarious is something one often feels in New Zealand films - a 
feeling that something awful is about to begin.35 

Despite the uncertainty of the ending (What will Cathy's life consist of now? Where 

will she go? How will she recover from her terrifying ordeal?), Heart of the Stag 

provides the viewer with a cathartic release when the evil father is killed and the 

daughter is saved. The potential for this release is set up in the first instance by the 

brutal and unabashed depiction of violence. A more recent New Zealand film, Once 

Were Warriors (Lee Tamahori: 1993), creates a similar effect from a similar theme. Jake 

Heke, another violent father, like Jackson but Maori and lower working-class, is unable 

to escape the hangover of the colonial encounter. Jake's lesson is that once the Maori 

were warriors in the past (when violence was perhaps channelled/ encouraged against 

rival tribe or white man) but in the present he is an ugly wife-basher with no trace of 

mana. Like Heart of the Stag, the film establishes a clear moral world of good and bad. 

Jake's violence is a force against both. He beats up those who apparently deserve it: the 

thug in the pub who starts the juke-box while a woman sings for the patrons, and Bully, 

who raped Jake's daughter Grace, causing her to hang herself. The film constructs these 

victims as bad in contrast to Beth, Jake's wife who clearly does not deserve to be beaten 

to a pulp as she is early in the film. From this we could assume that violence between 

men is acceptable but not domestic violence against women. Unfortunately the film at 

times thus endorses the very violence it claims to condemn, and it is presented as the 

only viable line of intimacy between men; at one of Jake's parties they all sing: 'You 

get these lonely lonely lonely lonely blues ... when you're on your own.' The 'lonely' 

kiwi male, unable to express his emotions other than anger is clearly an expression of 

inadequacy related to isolation. Thus, Grace is raped by Uncle Bully, Jake's weaselly 

friend (his small build a probable source of his feelings of inadequacy that leads him to 

attack Grace )36• 

I mention Once Were Warriors because it is another significant example of 

simultaneous subversion and reinforcement (perhaps even glorification) of the attributes 

of machismo assigned to the kiwi male, both Pakeha and Maori. Both subjects of the 
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colonial encounter are violent and angry. Jackson, obsessed with maintaining his spread 

ofland complete with the English trees his grandfather so loved, is like Jake (carrying 

the burdensome heredity of the same colonial history), and feels inadequate and 

unsatisfied. He thus extends this ownership to sexual rights over his daughter Cathy. In 

the accompanying article to his photographic exhibition, 'The Unhomely', Gavin 

Hipkins writes: 

[The Pakeha] had worked hard and fast in a blind fervour to clear the land of native 
bush -'breaking in' - in order to farm and replicate a European pastoral ideal. 
Despite these brutal efforts, New Zealand as a country remained unfamiliar, 
occasionally haunting the pioneers. In the woolsheds or the orchards, an unresolved 
query was perched on countless tongues: where was home - this new land or the 
motherland back in Europe?37 

Stuck in a fantasy of the past( oral), and having inherited the insecurity linked with this 

'query' regarding the purity and authenticity of one's belonging and rights to land 

ownership, Jackson combats this dilemma with violence. Heart of the Stag explores the 

link between violence and the national identity, both deconstructing and reinforcing 

New Zealand's victim mentality in relationship with the outside world. 

Unlike the subtleties and complexities of The Sweet Hereafter and sweetie, Heart of 

the Stag represents a daughter caught in an immediate, explicit and violent trap of 

sexual abuse and paternal rule. Unlike Kay, who appears to struggle with the past, 

which is then completed when her sister dies, and Nicole, who successfully fights her 

own battle against her father's manipulation of her innocence and her dreams, Cathy is 

more dependent upon her hero for awakening and liberation from the horrific present. 

Reading the daughter as protagonist of the nation, on her path towards independence, 

Heart of the Stag allegorises a violent struggle necessitating significant help from an 

outsider, as in Chinatown, although Gittes fails to rescue Evelyn. In terms of New 

Zealand's liberation from Britain, there has been a simultaneous tum towards the US for 

cultural and political models, which in the Australian film are more strongly resisted by 

the nation's assertion of its distinct (and idiosyncratic) personality. 
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Compared with the complex and multi-cultural experience in Canada and the 

diasporas created by the 'new migrants' to Australia (such as the Grecians, Turks and 

Chinese), New Zealand is still caught in a relatively bi-cultural bind. The rifts within 

both the Pakeha and Maori cultures are largely due to both having lost their culture and 

spirituality: the former being disconnected from its European heritage and the latter 

having had its language and culture systematically suppressed since the beginning of the 

colonial encounter. Refusing to confront the past and desperately grasping for a sense of 

place, we are left with fear and its trusty shield, violence. New Zealand films allegorise 

a sickness in the 'national' through the representation of family breakdown 

(predominantly from a pakeha perspective, but more recently in a Maori family in Once 

Were Warriors). The home is the microcosm of the nation and the secretive bounded 

space where repressed violence seeps out. As Jane and James Ritchie claim: 'As long as 

New Zealanders fail to see and accept the role which violence plays in our history, our 

national mythology, and our national identity, we will continue to be victims of 

ourselves. ' 38 
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28 Jane and James Ritchie, p. 90. 
29 In his drunkem1ess he is perhaps trying to atone for his white guilt, but just further perpetuates it with 
abuse and disregard for the rights of the Maori woman. It may not be significant that she is Maori at all. 
30 See McLauchlan, chapters 1,2. 
31 Despite the difference between the two men, one is contemplating and one is out for a kill, both are 
trying to capture nature. Peter is thus also in the position of the colonial, perhaps reminiscent of the 
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Burton brothers in Pictures (Michael Black: 1981 ), two early settlers trying to document the landscape 
through photography. Cathy, aligned with the land in terms of being owned by Jackson, is similarly 
studied and (to her discontentment) strategically captured by Peter in a photograph he takes of her at the 
lake. 
32 Sigmund Freud, "The Uncanny", pp. 222-223 
33 Ibid, p. 225 
34 Gertjan Dijkink, Geopolitical Visions: Maps of Pride and Pain (London: Routledge, I 996), p. 5. 
35 This quotation is from a documentary on New Zealand film, Cinema of Unease, written and directed 
by Sam Neil and Judy Rymer, presented by Sam Neil. ( 1995) 
36 In Alan Dufrs source novel, the rapist's identity is left uncertain, it might be Jake. 
37 Gavin Hipkins, The Unhomely: Images from the Alexander Turnbull Library Photographic Archive 
(National Library Gallery: 18 July-9 November 1997). 
38 Jane and James Ritchie, Violence in New Zealand (Wellington: Daphne Brasell Associates Press, 
1993), p. 94. 
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CONCLUSION 

BEYOND THE EMPIRE-COLONY PARADIGM 

TOW ARDS A POST-NATIONAL AESTHETICS IN CINEMA 

... [H]ow crucial it now is to understand film in its global complexity if one is to 
understand it in its local specificities. 1 

In the framing films of this paper, Heart of the Stag and Chinatown, the patriarchal 

monsters, Robert Jackson and Noah Cross, bear an 'uncanny' resemblance. Their 

similarly gruff, sleazy and overbearing presence is well illustrated, particularly in 

scenes wherein they attempt to charm and manipulate their opponents - the 'outsider' 

protagonists Peter and Jake - during dinner engagements. Both are obsessed with land 

and family, drink or dine excessively, and exude airs of wealth and power. The raspy

throated abrupt father who violently controls his children and property is one example 

of several allegorical figures exchanged within 'cinema and space in the world system' 

2• Through the course of this thesis T have assessed, in several films from different 

national cinemas, the representation of parent-child conflict as an allegory for post

colonial and post-imperial struggle. I shall now advance some conclusions about the 

function of film as a medium in this context. 

Both Chinatown and Heart of the Stag end in death; in the New Zealand film 

Jackson is killed by the horns of a stag, leaving Cathy free to begin another life, and in 

the U.S film Evelyn Mulwray is shot in the head by a police officer as she attempts to 

flee Chinatown with her daughter who, left screaming in the passenger seat of the car, is 

then led away by father/grandfather Noah Cross. Despite the obvious differences ( one 

death is the daughter's ticket to freedom and one is a hideous triumph for the abusive 

father) both scenes represent a man shielding the daughter from the awful sight and 

leading her away to a new life. In this light the progressive quality of the New Zealand 

film is questionable: Will Cathy really be free? Or will she just become dependent upon 

the hero, Peter? Furthermore, these seemingly obscure similarities encourage us to 

question what indeed is progressive, 'post-colonial' or new about the New Zealand film 
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if, as I argue in the previous chapter, it is actually reinforcing another stereotype of 

pakeha masculinity. 

The difference between the post-colonial and the post-imperial allegories becomes 

clearer when we perceive the characters' specific relationships to their pasts; each film's 

closure (optimistic or tragic) indicates the relative success or failure of the characters to 

overcome their personal histories or the world (system of power) created by those 

histories. In Chinatown we witness an unstoppable legacy that overpowers the 

characters, and continues in the less-celebrated sequel to the film: The Two Jakes (Jack 

Nicholson, 1990). Similarly in the U.K film Secrets and Lies, despite the reconciliation, 

we are left (possibly emotionally racked) with a sense of helplessness, sitting back and 

relaxing in the sun (with Roxanne, Hortense and Cynthia) until the next cloud creeps 

over us. Clearly in the latter the future is not open; Maurice and Monica can never have 

children and Hortense may never discover the identity of her real father. These films 

represent the huge burden of the past, whereas the post-colonial films close in a state of 

transition, away from or out of the present. A sense of finality exists in the complete 

severance (however fantastical) of past and present. 

This appeal to the liminal, the in-between, the neither before nor after in the post

colonial films can be read as a progressive move away from the colonial roots of 

dominance. In allegorising the violence of the colonial encounter these films re-member 

and 'recollect the compelling seductions of colonial power' 3, thereby processing and 

completing the past. Perhaps at the same time the brand of freedom and agency to which 

they aspire is another illusion generated by western patriarchal constructs of choice and 

responsibility. Such Sartrean ideals are critiqued by post-colonial feminist writer and 

film-maker Trinh T. Minh-ha, who asks, 'Is it not, indeed, always in the name of 

freedom that My freedom hastens to stamp out those of others?' 4 Hence, even 

'freedom', within one's 'own' land and one's 'own' country, carries with it the 

connotations of the 'other's' restriction. 

With these considerations in mind, we can perceive the cinemas of New Zealand, 

Australia and Canada similarly engaging with their colonial roots, depicting characters 
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journeying towards a responsibility for their lives, but remaining (at least to some 

extent) confined by imperial patriarchal myths. Out of the three post-colonial films, The 

Sweet Hereafter is perhaps the strongest example of the daughter alone liberating 

herself, ultimately without the help of another man. In sweetie, the terms of liberation 

are unclear - perhaps Dawn has liberated herself through her own death, but even then, 

the little boy Clayton jumps beside her and contributes to the tree-house crashing to the 

ground. Her earlier assertion of freedom is deflated by her dependence upon her junkie 

boyfriend/ 'producer' Bob. Kay, who experiences some degree of awakening, is also 

dependent, on Louis and on her fortune teller. In Heart of the Stag, the daughter is only 

saved by the temporary visit of the 'man alone' (Peter) whose entire narrative function 

is to cause her liberation. All freedom comes at a cost and within deeply ingrained 

cultural assumptions. 

Both New Zealand and Australia's geographical isolation from the imperial centres 

of the U.K and the U.S, and their relative immaturity as nations, explain the pattern of 

the daughter transferring her dependence elsewhere. Transference allegorises these 

nations breaking away from British rule and turning towards the U.S, in a way in which 

Canada, dwarfed by its giant neighbour, appears to resist. Furthermore, island nations 

cannot hide their fear of being alone and isolated, and this can be interpreted in 

recurring narratives of authority replacembnt. Contrarily Nicole Burnell, in The Sweet 

Hereafter, could not be more independent, more self-assured and more secure in her 

solitude. 

Comparing these five films that individually and together image a fantasy of the 

'world system', it becomes increasingly difficult to perceive the 'roots' of the imperial 

centre, or the 'roots' of those supposedly colonised and fearful nations that have their 

European-derived population caught in twin struggles against a history of feeling 

inferior and of purging this illness by violently oppressing the indigenous population(s) 

within 'their' nation. We can also behold the far reaching sense of displacement both in 

the (geographically) marginal or peripheral nations who exhibit an insecurity about their 

cultural, political and economic position, and within the (apparently dominant) 

'centre( s )'. 
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In the latter half of The Geopolitical Aesthetic, entitled 'Circumnavigations', 

Jameson analyses narratives outside Hollywood (or the 'superstate') that depict 

allegories of nations struggling with world power. His theoretical tools have been most 

conducive to this present comparative filmic analysis for the way in which he reads 

allegory, the linkage between local and global, and perceives not only the world system 

but the world filmic system only to be grasped through comparative analysis. He 

discusses the films of Alexander Sukorov, Andrei Tarkovsky, Edward Yang and Jean

Luc Godard (there are several others), as 'examples of the way in which narrative today 

(or at least narrative outside the superstate ... ) conflates ontology with geography and 

endlessly processes images of the unmappable system. ' 5 The 'unmappable system', 

which Jameson describes elsewhere as 'the social totality' and which can be 

represented only through allegory, cannot help but allude to a kind of spiritual 

governance. This would cohere with the overriding sense of powerlessness and 

helplessness that the characters experience in the films he discusses, both in the 

conspiracy texts from the 'superstate' and also in those narratives from the 'outside'. So 

why do cinematic allegories of the 'world system' from nations outside Hollywood, 

including those explored in this study, so frequently 'conflate ontology with geography' 

and why is the landscape often depicted with such animistic resonance? 

Obviously discussions of national identity must inevitably question the link 

between a group of people and 'their' land or country. For young island nation-states, 

such as Australia and New Zealand where a significant part of the nation's identity 

derives from man taming a rough wilderness, the relationship between man and nature 

seems a likely image. However, as I have argued, the animistic quality attached to the 

landscape in these films manifests the insecurity and inferiority of these nations in 

relating to (fantasies of) imperial power, and the implication ofrepresenting nature as 

the terrifying external threat is that all the characters become victims. Whether this 

reinforces a national sense of weakness/ lack of responsibility, or reveals and critiques 

the victim mentality of the nation, is debatable. 

Similarly, in the post-imperial allegories, particularly Chinatown, the world 

conspiratorial network appears to be over and above the characters. Noah Cross is a 
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victim of his past, and a victim of a capitalist imperialist system within which he 

operates. Landscape functions as a threat in these films but ultimately it is as a result of 

human interference and human greed; for example, the water that gushes out of the 

pipes and takes Gittes by surprise is controlled by man-made structures. In Secrets and 

Lies there is no remaining landscape but the 'landscape' of the house, an allegory of a 

nation having withdrawn in despair from the world it has colonised and now lost. The 

title possibly refers to the fallacies of the imperial system. The characters must deal with 

the end of grandeur, the unfulfilled dreams of a previous age, and they are similarly 

represented as victims of past mistakes in the 'family'. An image perfectly 

encapsulating this is when Maurice, depressed and stunned after his sister's emotional 

outpouring, sits in an empty pub with a pint, dwarfed by a huge imperial portrait on the 

wall behind him, reminding us of the monarchy's grand family ideal that has collapsed. 

Again, an omnipotent system controls the individual. 

In all these films; post-colonial and post-imperial, the physical environment seems 

to punish the characters for their insecurities and their violence against each other and 

against the landscape itself. 6 Film is clearly the most powerful medium for imaging this 

civilisation-landscape allegory, and is clearly utilised in this context to express both the 

helplessness and fear of the nation-state in relating to other more powerful countries and 

the guilt and impotence of the once powerful 'parent' empires. The latter have either 

become obscenely corrupted and overwhelmed with their intent to expand (Chinatown), 

or have lost their power and been displaced by the emerging independence of their 

'offspring' (Secrets and Lies). 

The father-daughter relationship intersects with this symbolic power source when 

the daughter is aligned with land and property. In Heart of the Stag the father's rule over 

his daughter is implicitly linked to territorial anxiety. In The Sweet Hereafter the 

daughter's broken crippled body" (and her experience) becomes a commodity to be 

bartered by her father for his monetary gain. In sweetie one daughter's territory, a 

'palace' built by her father in the branches of a tree, becomes the symbolic site of terror 

for her sister and causes division within the family. Furthermore, the ambivalence 

between father and daughter positions both characters as victims. Clearly in all three 
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films the father-daughter relationship carries within it a symbolic economic relation. It 

is at this level that we can determine the allegorical resonance in Jamesonian terms: 

As for commodification, its relationship to allegory can be expected to be 
polyvalent ... [I]n the postmodern (and similarly in the post-colonial) 
autoreferentiality can be initially detected in the way in which culture acts out its 
own commodification.[my italics]7 

In the post-colonial films, commodification can be read in the father-daughter 

relationship ( the central allegorical referent for the empire-colony relationship) in 

which the exchange oflove is clearly a guise for a power game. For example, Daddy 

fosters his little girl's dreams of stardom in sweetie and The Sweet Hereafter, and either 

builds a palace for his princess or promises to build a stage and light it with 'nothing but 

candles'. Dependent upon his devotion to her talent she pays him back with her body. 

Similarly in Heart of the Stag, the daughter is dependent upon her father who is also her 

boss, inasmuch as he owns the farm around which her whole life centres. He employs 

her and also uses her to satisfy his sexual needs. The daughter-as-commodity 

symbolises the land or colony- as commodity, illustrating the extent to which these 

films image the empire-colony relationship in Marxist terms. In Chinatown, Evelyn and 

then later her daughter Katherine are also commodities, but they symbolise an extension 

of Noah Cross's uncontrollable greed. This is different from the way in which, in the 

post-colonial films, the father's sense of failure, insecurity or inadequacy (by allegorical 

extension, the nation's sense of being subjugated by Britain) expresses itself through 

domestic violence/ sexual abuse. The domination over the daughter is to compensate for 

the past rather than to perpetuate it. In Chinatown this happens in reverse; Noah Cross's 

burdensome past, involving his raping his daughter, is the seed of his greater design to 

control the world and 'the future'. This is where his actions lead in the events of the 

film. The representation of family breakdown is ultimately surpassed by this man's 

submission to the power of the 'world system'. 

Betraying their British colonial roots, the three post-colonial films centre the whole 

allegory in the family structure. It is from within this structure that everything else is 

evoked. When a film wields allegorical resonance, it is a sign of the nation's mature and 

active (albeit unconscious) reflection upon its historical and social experiences through 
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cultural representation. In these specific contexts the post-colonial films are 'post' in 

that they represent the economic, cultural, social and psychological implications 

proceeding from the nation's colonial experience(s). I have been assessing these 

implications as they relate to the dominant white European-settler-derived population 

and their mythologies of national identity. By representing ambivalence, co-dependence, 

and love-as-barter within the father-daughter relationship, these films allegorise a 

collective sense of inadequacy, fear and guilt, characteristic of an inter-national struggle 

with imperial power and politics. 

Drawing together the different themes and images of post-colonial struggle that 

have repeatedly surfaced throughout each filmic analysis - exile, the uncanny, the 

channels of allegory, the weak father and the victim daughter on her path to liberation -

we can see that national identity politics are fundamentally concerned with land and a 

collective consciousness or fantasy of owning or belonging to a particular bordered 

territory. Cinematic allegories portray the uncanny landscape as a manifestation of the 

unstable and insecure elements of the human community, its fears of isolation and 

abandonment but also of invasion and colonisation. The family unit itself is the perfect 

metaphor for this struggle in that it both isolates and restricts, and secures and protects. 

In the words of the nameless photographer in Atom Egoyan's Calendar (1993), 'All 

that's meant to protect us is bound to fall apart, bound to become contrived, useless and 

absurd. All that's meant to protect is bound to isolate and all that's meant to isolate is 

bound to hurt.' This is the ultimate implication of family/ nation/ Empire, ideals of 

protection against a perceived threat to that security. They are the home that depends 

upon the unheimlich. They are structures built to maintain the (im)balance of power.8 

If the feeble fathers represent the empire failing to nurture and look after the child 

colony, in effect losing touch as Gordon, Sam and Jackson clearly do, then the daughter 

herself clearly fits the role of the colony, struggling with the trauma of this 

abandonment. Abused and exploited, Nicole, Cathy and Sweetie all lose their fathers 

when they become caught up in a power game in which love and affection become 

confused with sex and payment. While Chinatown similarly depicts a father's 

conquering his daughter to fulfil his insatiable greed and to compensate for his own 



114 

insecurities, she already has her relative independence from him and is 'the only 

character who is operating out of decent and self-less motives', trying to create a free 

future for her daughter. Thus, rather than constituting the position of post-colonial 

protagonist, Evelyn Mulwray takes the position alongside Jake Gittes of being victim to 

a structure of power above and beyond her father. Secrets and Lies removes the father 

figure entirely from the narrative, almost as though England would prefer to remove 

itself from the equation in which it has played such a central role. The father's abuse 

and domination of the daughter is a metaphor for the Empire exploiting and dominating 

its own family, its own offspring, unaware that it actually hinders itself, its own blood. 

The abandonment that follows imperial expansion leads to the offspring developing a 

distinct identity and power over the land and the indigenous people it has itself 

colonised, perfom1ing the job adequately without the help of the absent 'motherland'. 

This presses us to question the function of (notions of) national cinemas and their 

role in representing images of nationhood, nationalism, and national struggle. In Twin 

Peeks: Australian and New Zealand Feature Films, Deb Verhoeven asks, 'How might 

these films ... not merely address the invention of the national but also its 

disappearance?'9 Indeed, by disclosing their imperial heritage using the atrophied 

patriarchal family unit to image their struggle, the bad father representing the ultimate 

evil and the weak female child representing the struggling nation, these settler post

colonial films tend to endorse the very structures and institutions of empire that they 

wish to critique. In doing so, they foreground the impossibility of their distinct national 

identity. As Australian, or New Zealand or Canadian as they can be, they can neither 

deny their imperial parents nor their imperial heredity. 

Whether or not the films themselves are 'national' or are oriented towards a 

'national' audience is an important question. Chinatown and Secrets and Lies are 

arguably more internationally oriented - partly because the cinemas from which they 

derive dominate the global cultural market but also because they are less nationally 

exclusive films. Their allegorical resonance remains generalised, in that the nation itself 

is a microcosm for a global system. The Sweet Hereafter, sweetie and Heart of the Stag, 
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on the other hand, are more nation-specific in their implicit address of the nation's 

relationship to its own colonial history. 

The daughters all perform, in The Sweet Hereafter, sweetie, and to a lesser extent in 

Heari of the Stag (when Cathy displays her riding talent to Peter). They each want to be 

noticed, to be stars, in the eyes of' daddy' but also in the eyes of the world. As the 

protagonist of the nation, the daughter's ambitions signify the nation's own attempt to 

grace the world stage, to be noticed and significant. Deb Verhoeven comments upon the 

notion of performance as a significant characteristic of Australian film: 

'our national cinema (i.e., our success at becoming 'national') is measured by the 
extent to which it has been seen to be performing - the level of its visibility - its 
"recognisability" ... The Australian cinema, in offering itself for speculation i.e. in 
orienting itself to spectators, opens itself to possibility.' 10 

In accordance with Verhoeven's statement, these post-colonial films demonstrate a clear 

desire to be distinctly national, but also to be recognised and thus included in the 

international scene. 

I have discussed throughout the chapters on the post-colonial allegories how the 

daughter is, by dint of her unhealthy relationship with her father, exiled or positioned 

apart from the rest of the community within the filmic world. As the protagonist of the 

nation, her quest for freedom and liberation from the ambivalent and co- dependent 

relationship with her father is powerfully depicted in the journey she takes from 

entrapment to awareness to self-empowerment. This results in both optimism and a 

sense of terror about what lies ahead. The post-colonial films express an optimism in 

that they image a severing of the present and past; however, the characters must then 

overcome fear and uncertainty about the future. In Chinatown it is predictable that the 

fateful legacy shall continue in the same tragic form, and in Secrets and Lies there is a 

kind of hope about a new openness and honesty in the Purley family, but the tacked-on 

ending also creates the feeling that it is just the beginning of another fantasy. Unlike 

these empire films, the post-colonial films are convincingly optimistic and triumphant, 

the daughter achieving a liberation from her father. Something has been completed; for 

example, Cathy's father is killed, Sweetie is killed and Sam Burnell is stopped, his 
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crippled daughter now refusing to buy into the elusive world that was before. While in 

Chinatown Evelyn is also killed, this only enables her father to reign again over his 

grand-daughter Katherine and the cycle is bound to begin again. Similarly in Secrets 

and Lies, the whole film except the final few scenes predicts a future of despair. 

In terms of the wider picture of the post-colonial struggle as an attempt to deal with 

a sense of being collectively exiled, we can begin to grasp the power of film in this 

context to represent such a national experience. Myths of national identity, in terms of 

both their function to cover-up and to empower, are the topical issue for those post

colonial settler colonies, caught in a struggle between wanting to belong and to be 

distinct from the superpowers or those 'prime models of violently imposed monolithic 

mythologies'. 11 Saul writes: 

Between solitude and isolation there is a great distance. Their reverberations make 
them opposites ,.. one a positive, the other a negative. It is solitude which permits the 
individual to consider herself, her place and her life. Isolation is an impenetrable 
state which imprisons the individual and so removes the mirrors of reality necessary 
for self-examination. These same positives and negatives can equally apply to 
groups. 12 

Ifwe consider these terms of aloneness described by Saul, which he adds are often 

confused in the dominant mythologies of most western countries, and look at the 

available 'mirrors ofreality' that are available through which we can examine ourselves, 

we find the most appropriate form to be the cinematic medium. Through a comparative 

analysis we can perceive the experience of exile to be universal. We are all alone, 

together. 

In the preface to Home, Exile, Homeland: Film, Media and the Politics of Place, 

entitled 'arrivals and departures', Homi Bhabha describes a contemporary 'event', a 

shift in thinking pertaining to ideas of nationhood and nationalism, whereby the new 

media apparatuses of information and communication interrupt and dissolve distinct 

national identities and their linkage with a particular place or land. Bhabha proposes an 

exilic metaphor for this 'event', which he describes in terms of Derrida's concept of the 

'new international' seeking out 'the singular sites of violence, inequality, exclusion, 
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famine, economic oppression'. Bhabha asks where we might find an 'optic' appropriate 

to the representation of such an 'event', and returning to Walter Benjamin's A Work of 

Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, he argues that the medium of film best 

enables us to reflect upon collective experiences throughout history and within the 

world today by creating a viewing position that is itself inherently exilic. In this 

powerful passage, exile becomes the ultimate metaphor for being displaced from one's 

personality and consciousness into an unconscious state: 

It is by way of the process of erasure-within-exposure that a certain media 
temporality ... shuttles in an exilic movement to make at once contiguous, and in 
that flash, contingent, the realms of human consciousness and the unconscious, the 
discourses of history and psychoanalysis .. .It is a flickering moment, a restless 
movement of the darkness that befalls the exposed frame, and sutures, in a split
second, the conscious and unconscious, the social and the psychic, without letting 
them tum into a binary relation, or a unitary synthesis. 
This hovering, exilic movement occupies the borderland between the domestication 
of human consciousness and the estrangement of the unconscious; its frontier falls 
in the very moment of culture's Unheimlichkeit13 

Essentially it is from this exilic position, which is uniquely created with the medium of 

film, that we can perceive the familiar as unfamiliar and vice versa, grasping the 

temporality and fluidity of identity. Bhabha takes this magnificent metaphor one step 

further and essentially sutures together all the themes I have explored in this paper 

within the exilic 'ethic', which he draws from the Latin root of the word exile, salire: 

'to leap': 

It is the ethical 'leap' that requires us in a kind of bounding, boundary-breaking 
movement to move, as Benjamin suggests, beyond "our metropolitan streets and 
furnished rooms"; to revise our knowledge of some of the "savage" discourses of 
power, possession, knowledge and belonging, that rise from the far-flung uncanny 
ruins and debris of metropolitan discourse. Could this unconscious anteriority of the 
metropolitan location be the memory of the scene of colonial and postcolonial 
alterity? Might the anxiety of settlement and govemmentality of nationhood be 
linked to the (mis)representation and regulation of those who must be displaced - at 
home and abroad - to constitute the "good" people, the right "stock", the true blood, 
the civilised?14 

We can deiect the 'uncanny ruins' in the films discussed in this study, in those sites 

marking the world system, the Chinatown within L.A, the abandoned London pub with 
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its austere pillars and imperial portraiture, and those doorways and openings between 

landscape and 'civilisation' that frequent the frames of the settler post-colonial cinemas 

signifying the uncertainty of the collective, 'exiled' somewhere in between the subject 

positions of coloniser and colonised. 

From the exilic 'anterior' position created for the viewer by the filmic apparatus, 

the national struggle itself begins to appear strange, the fantasies and fears seeming to 

derive from within the twisted and splintered psyche of a group afraid to grow up. One 

could argue that this struggle is fed by filmic representations and actually reinforces a 

sense of helplessness, passivity and disconnectedness from the world, further quelling 

the individual's sense ofresponsibility and agency. Perhaps it is this which becomes the 

definitive characteristic of western culture. 

Having intricately scanned these cinematic allegories - three from English-speaking 

settler colonies representing distinct but comparable post-colonial struggles, and the 

other two, one from the U.S and one from the U.K, revealing post-imperial collapse -

what now emerges is the possibility of perceiving not only the 'unmappable' world 

system, but the world 'filmic' system. Not only can we align, in the post-colonial films, 

the representation of a relationship between the colony and the 'mother/father-land(s)', 

but we are able to witness the transferable allegorical referent - the father-daughter 

relationship - in action in separate national cinemas. This enables us to perceive the 

spread of imperial frames of thought throughout world cinema and the use of human 

family relationships to image certain dynamics of external power. We can also perceive 

how those images of families in conflict or 'breakdown' are not merely cinematic 

allegories of larger macro processes, nation-to-nation relationships, but themselves 

reflect real individual and specific experiences of insecurity, fear and doubt that in some 

fundamental way have been impacted by the nation's history. The possibility of 

representing collective experience depends upon a continual awakening to the 

awareness that we inherit all that we attempt to resist, and that 'all national rootedness 

in the West "is rooted first of all in the memory and anxiety of a displaced or 

displaceable-population." ' 15 
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Exile, displacement and alienation are powerfully evoked through the medium of 

cinema. Indeed, film is perhaps the only means of representing the 'post-colonial', 

'post-imperial', and 'post-national' 'world system'. This system emerges in-between, in 

comparative analysis of, the many 'colonial' and 'imperial' attempts to frame 'national' 

identity. The 'exilic' act of framing always engenders a form of paradigmatic control, 

limitation and selection, but it is in acknowledging this that the medium can move 

'beyond' itself. Collective anxieties about the external world of physical and societal 

powers can only be imaged with the landscape and the human body. We can only 

experience the exilic state, and therein sense a connection with other lone eyes, when we 

traverse the paths of distant fictive lands and characters from our seat in the dark of the 

cmema. 
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Luhrmann, 1992). These films build the performance theme into their narrative structure in a most self
reflexive and comedic fashion, whereas sweetie underlines the tragedy of this addiction to being 
noticed. 
ll John Ralston Saul, Reflections of a Siamese Twin: Canada at the End of the Twentieth Century, 
(Toronto: Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 1997), p. 15. 
12 Ibid, p. 55. 
13 Homi Bhabha, 'arrivals and departures' preface to Home, Exile, Homeland: Film, Media and the 
Politics of Place, ed. Hamid Naficy, (London: Routledge, 1999), p. xi. 
14 Ibid, p. xii. 
15Bhabha, p. x. 



Primary Texts 

Chinatown 
Secrets and Lies 
The Sweet Hereafter 
sweetie 
Heart of the Stag 

Secondary Texts 

Affliction 
American Beauty 
Braindead 
Broken English 
Calendar 
Cinema of Unease 
Crash 
Dead Ringers 
Double Happiness 
Eclipse 
Exotica 
Felicia's Journey 
Heavenly Creatures 
High Art 
Highway61 
Holy Smoke 
I'll Make You Happy 
I've Heard the Mermaids Singing 
Jack be Nimble 
Jesus of Montreal 
Kissed 
Le Confessional 
Leola 
Love and Human Remains 
Mauri 
MButterjly 
Memory and Desire 
Muriel's Wedding 
Naked Lunch 
Once Were Warriors 

FILMOGRAPHY 

(dir. Roman Polanski, 1974) 
( dir. Mike Leigh, 1996) 
( dir. Atom Egoyan, 1997) 
(dir. Jane Campion, 1989) 
( dir. Michael Firth, 1985) 

( dir. Paul Schrader, 1997) 
( dir. Sam Mendez, 1999) 
( dir. Peter Jackson, 1992) 
(dir. Gregor Nicholas, 1991) 
(dir. Atom Egoyan, 1993) 
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(dirs. Sam Neill and Judy Reimer, 1995) 
( dir. David Cronenberg, 1996) 
(dir. David Cronenberg, 1988) 
(dir. Mina Shum, 1994) 
(dir. Jeremy Podeswa, 1994) 
(dir. Atom Egoyan, 1994) 
(dir. Atom Egoyan, 1999) 
(dir. Peter Jackson, 1994) 
( dir. Lisa Cholodenko, 1998) 
( dir. Bruce McDonald, 1991) 
(dir. Jane Campion, 1998) 
( dir. Athina Tsoulis, 1998) 
( dir. Patricia Rozema, 1987) 
(dir. Garth Maxwell, 1993) 
(dir. Denys Arcand, 1989) 
(dir. Lynne Stopkewich, 1996) 
(dir. Robert Lepage, 1995) 
(dir. Jean-Claude Lauzon, 1992) 
(dir. Denys Arcand, 1993) 
(dir. Merata Mita, 1989) 
(dir. David Cronenberg, 1993) 
(dir. Niki Caro, 1997) 
(dir. P.J. Hogan, 1994) 
(dir. David Cronenberg, 1991) 
(dir. Lee Tamahori, 1993) 



Other Halves 
Priscilla, Queen of the Desert 
Rabid 
Scanners 
Sleeping Dogs 
Smash Palace 
Solo 
Starlight Hotel 
Strictly Ballroom 
The Brood 
The Company of Strangers 
The Decline of the American Empire 
The Fly 
The Hairy Bird (A. K. A. Strike!) 
The Hanging Garden 
The Navigator 
The Quiet Earth 
The Rapture 
The Well 
40 Thousand Years of Dreaming 
Trespasses 
Vigil 
When Night is Falling 
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(dir. John Laing, 1986) 
( dir. Stephen Elliot, 1994) 
(dir. David Cronenberg, 1976) 
( dir. David Cronenberg, 1980) 
( dir. Roger Donaldson, 1977) 
(dir. Roger Donaldson, 1981) 
(dir. Tony Williams, 1977) 
( dir. Sam Pillsbury, 1987) 
( dir. Baz Luhrmann, 1992) 
( dir. David Cronenberg, 1979) 
( dir. Cynthia Scott, 1991) 
(dir. Denys Arcand, 1986) 
(dir. David Cronenberg, 1996) 
(dir. Sarah Kemochan, 1998) 
( dir. Thom Fitzgerald, 1998) 
(dir. Vincent Ward, 1988) 
(dir. GeoffMurphy, 1985) 
(dir. Michael Tolkin, 1991) 
(dir. Samantha Lang, 1997) 
(dir. George Miller(II), 1996) 
(dir. Peter Sharp, 1984) 
(dir. Vincent Ward, 1984) 
( dir. Patricia Rozema, 1995) 
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