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From the extensive book series through the
new Starz show, Outlander explores the myriad of gender
roles we encounter through our lives, binding them together in a
nuanced love story that’s nonetheless overflowing with
adventure.

Anne Helen Petersen explains the series
popularity in “Outlander Is The Feminist Answer To Game Of Thrones
— And Men Should Be Watching It”:

 


The first book, along
with its seven sequels, have sold more than 25 million copies
worldwide. Today, you can mention Outlander in a
group of women, no matter the age, and chances are at least a
quarter will have read it. From the beginning, they were known as
“word of mouth” books, meaning that people read them not because of
some marketing campaign, but because friends told them to. And it’s
been in this mode that these books have spread through generations
and continents, weaving a web of shared narrative experience that
can anchor families, friendships, and relationships. When you find
someone who’s read Outlander, in other words, you’ll
always have something to talk about.

 


The show’s “core is about the emotional and
cultural differences between men and women, and how their
relationships have and have not changed over the centuries”
(Seitz). Combined with this is an exploration of gender, from New
Men to ancient warriors, modern women and those who take on classic
roles of housekeeper or wife but are far from weak. While some like
Geillis perform femininity, they use their gender as a mask to play
at politics and rewrite history. The show bridges the gap between
the novels and the conventions of cable shows, demonstrating what a
feminized version of the onscreen nudity and point of view looks
like.

There are also the Othered characters – those
who are homosexual, disabled, or cast as minorities, who, like the
women, struggle to find their place in eighteenth century culture.
By exploring these many roles, readers can discover much about
history and also about themselves.

 



 


 


Gender and
Storytelling
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Point of View and Voice

 


Strange, the things you
remember. Single images and feelings that stay with you
down through the years. Like the moment I realized I’d
never owned a vase. That I’d never lived any place long
enough to justify having such a simple thing. And how at
that moment, I wanted nothing so much in all the world as
to have a vase of my very own. Somehow in my mind, V.E.
day, the end of the bloodiest and most terrible war in
human history, grows fainter with each passing day. But I
can still recall every detail of the day when I saw the
life I wanted sitting in a window.

 


The show starts with the blue vase, an image
of potential domesticity in Claire’s voiceover. Of course she
abandons the “life she wanted” for an adventure in the past, giving
a lie to her words. Her entire story is framed as a flashback –
Claire in the future, remembering her romance with Jamie, tells the
story. It also reflects the actress’s own journey.

 


The
last of the main characters to be cast, Balfe found herself parachuted into a production already operating
at full tilt to create Outlander’s crammed 18th-century world. She
had to scramble to keep up, an experience she likens to her
character’s predicament: “When Claire gets thrown back, she’s
completely clueless and it’s all brand new for her, so luckily I
was just able to discover things as I went along.”
(Virtue)

 


The narrator or point of view has a strong
effect on the text, in this show far more than most. Narration has
always been tricky onscreen, as the gendered narrator encourages
the audience to identify with a male or female point of view.
Simone de Beauvoir notes in The Second Sex that men consider
themselves the subject of the world, its standard form, and thus
have demoted women to the role of Other. “She is defined and
differentiates with reference to man and not he with reference to
her; she is the incidental; the inessential as opposed to the
essential” (xxxix-xl). Thus a female point of view in
Outlander emphasizes that historical drama, even war drama,
need not be the province of only men. Of course, there’s no reason
men shouldn’t watch it.

 


When asked whether men
will watch the show, Moore was adamant: “Look, I read the book, I
loved the book. When my wife and producing partner gave me the
book, they weren’t like, ‘Oh, here’s a romance novel. See what you
can do with it.’ They said, ‘Here’s a really good book.’ I don’t
see any reason why men won’t watch this show.”
(Petersen)

 


Whether the preexisting female audience or
the new male audience are watching, certainly Claire and her
first-person story feature front and center.

Women are often silenced in fiction, so a
mouthy, opinionated woman like Claire must be celebrated.
Nonetheless, keeping close to her face confines the power of her
voice. Most often onscreen, a disembodied male narrator, perhaps
setting the prologue, is male. Female narration heavily follows a
character, dictating her thoughts as her face appears. Shohini
Chaudhuri, author of Feminist Film Theorists, explains:

 


It consigns the woman to
a safe place “inside” the diegesis where she can be overseen and
overheard, while the man is situated in a framing space “outside,”
where he can identify with the functions of transcendental vision,
hearing, and speech associated with the enunciator or disembodied
narrator. (Chaudhuri 52)

 


Claire’s story certainly begins with the
character and her narrative. “Claire is the audience surrogate on
any number of levels, not only because the audience is also
clueless in the ways of Highland life, but also because the show
revolves around the idea that you live and die by the feelings that
Claire has, that you love whom she loves and hate whom she hates”
(Hill). Though Jamie and Young Ian become viewpoint characters in
time, Jenny Murray, for instance, has more conversations in front
of Claire than she does privately in the point of view of any of
her menfolk. Thus readers and viewers alike view Jenny for the most
part through Claire’s eyes.

Carol J. Clover in her essay on
gender in slasher films notes:

 


Some critics have
wondered whether the female viewer, faced with the screen image of
a masochistic/narcissistic female, might not rather elect to
“betray her sex and identify with the masculine point of view.” The
reverse question – whether men might not also, on occasion, elect
to betray their sex and identify with screen females – has scarcely
been asked, presumably on the assumption that men’s interests are
well served by the traditional patterns of cinematic
representation. Then too there is the matter of the “male gaze.” As
E. Ann Kaplan sums it up: “Within the film text itself, men gaze at
women, who become objects of the gaze; the spectator, in turn, is
made to identify with this male gaze, and to objectify the women on
the screen; and the camera’s original ‘gaze’ comes into play in the
very act of filming.” (235)

 


The voiceovers make this a
rare show in which male viewers actually might “betray their
genders” and empathize with the heroine. The hints of 1940s music
in the past and a frequent camera on
Claire fixes viewers in her mindset. Moreover, Claire is a
twentieth-century woman, accustomed to gender equality and job
competence. She knows history and science far beyond the
eighteenth-century Scots, and in the first and third episodes,
she’s far more competent medically. With the Scots’ foreignness of
language, education, and culture, Claire
is the most logical target for viewer empathy. They are engaged in
a rebellion which to Claire, as well as viewers, is little more
than a static page in history, while her need to return home is far
more visceral.

The opening credits
offer a collage of images from the early
episodes: a deer, horses, the stitching of the wound, a war drum, a
drawn dagger. Specifically, faces do not
appear, as Jamie plays shinty from the neck down or Claire’s face
shows up nose to neck, her hair blowing. An anonymous hand strokes
an anonymous flank. Her hand grips a pillow, Black
Jack’s boots and whip appear, or
Frank’s arm, driving. The circle
dancers twirl robed and anonymous, then
characters sit in profile, dim with distance. Claire runs and
walks, seen only from the back. This echoes the trend of faceless
women displayed neck down on bookcovers in recent times.

 


Editors, according to
Julianna Lee, an art director at Little, Brown & Company, often
explicitly instruct designers not to show a woman’s face: “A little
bit of mystery allows the reader to use their imagination,” she
says. Furthermore, omitting individualizing details spares jacket
designers from the charge (by authors and readers) that they
haven’t rendered characters faithfully. Even when depicted from the
front, headless women are common on covers. (Schama)

 


Certainly, the show credits follow this
pattern and may be nodding to such a literary series – the credits
tell the audience, “Picture Claire and Jamie as their book
counterparts if you wish, or picture yourself in their roles.” By
de-emphasizing faces, there’s also a sensual trend here. However,
by highlighting bodies, it steps away from the personality of the
characters:

 


Perhaps the trend is
more inadvertent than pernicious. The ubiquitous book-cover back
suggests to potential readers that the book is about bodies and the
forces contained therein, and there’s nothing wrong with that – in
fact, it’s a fairly accurate description of all novels. The irony is that this design
has become so prevalent that it undermines the very purpose of the
book cover: to whet the appetite for the real meal. As my novelist
friend put it, “A book jacket seems, to me, like the single most
efficient way to signal whether a book has substance or not.” But
these books offer only skin, which is all surface.
(Schama)

 


The credits
obviously emphasize Claire and her journey – the
quick impressions of objects tie to the blue vase
and the concept of telling a story by recalling
the objects around her. These images are intercut with the circle
dancers – also blurry and impressionistic,
signaling her unclear knowledge about their natural force and the
magic which carried her back. “The demanding nature of the
song (‘Sing me a song’) and the search for identity (‘All that was
me is gone’) suggest Claire’s own personality as she tries to
decide where she belongs and how she’s meant to spend her life”
(Frankel, Symbolism and Sources of Outlander 76).
This all echoes against the Skye Boat
Song. Composer Bear McCreary explains:

 


We performed “The Skye
Boat Song,” one of the most famous Scottish folk tunes, one that is
known to be about the Jacobite uprising, during which
Outlander takes place. The lyrics are taken from the
lesser-known Robert Louis Stevenson text, with one alteration in
the gender of the speaker, which helps the song relate to Claire’s
character. (“Comic Con 2014 Highlights”)

 


The song is an anachronism from a century
later, though it certainly is linked with the tale of Bonnie Prince
Charlie. The original 1884 lyrics by Sir Harold Boulton, 2nd
Baronet, describe his defeat at Culloden, followed by his escape
with Flora MacDonald “over the sea to Skye.” Stevenson’s version,
vaguer and more romantic in language, seems a better fit for the
show:

 


Sing me a Song of a Lad
that is Gone

Robert Louis Stevenson
1850–1894

 


Sing me a song of a lad
that is gone,

Say, could that lad be
I?

Merry of soul he sailed
on a day

Over the sea to
Skye.

 


Mull was astern, Rum on
the port,

Eigg on the starboard
bow;

Glory of youth glowed in
his soul;

Where is that glory
now?

 


Sing me a song of a lad
that is gone,

Say, could that lad be
I?

Merry of soul he sailed
on a day

Over the sea to
Skye.

 


Give me again all that
was there,

Give me the sun that
shone!

Give me the eyes, give
me the soul,

Give me the lad that’s
gone!

 


Sing me a song of a lad
that is gone,

Say, could that lad be
I?

Merry of soul he sailed
on a day

Over the sea to
Skye.

 


Billow and breeze,
islands and seas,

Mountains of rain and
sun,

All that was good, all
that was fair,

All that was me is
gone.

 


The Outlander theme tune is a shorter
excerpt of this, with the protagonist gender-flipped:

 


Sing
me a song of a lass that is gone,

Say, could that lass be I?

Merry of soul she sailed on a day

Over the sea to Skye.



Billow and breeze, islands and seas,

Mountains of rain and sun,

All that was good, all that was
fair,

All that was me is gone.



Sing me a song of a lass that is
gone,

Say, could that lass be I?

Merry of soul she sailed on a day

Over the sea to Skye

 


The description of a
lost person who sailed away certainly alludes to Claire. The ending
of the tune, focusing on her journey rather than her loss, suggests
continuing adventures in the fairytale-sounding land of “Skye”
(though Claire does not in fact visit the actual isle).
Nonetheless, the Gaelic name for the Isle of Skye, An t-Eilean
Sgitheanach, meaning the Winged Isle, and its Gaelic nickname,
Eilean a’ Cheo, or Island of Mist, both cast it as a place
of mystery and romance. In English, the sky signifies enlightenment
and spiritual ascension, something Claire cannot find as the
housewife of an Oxford don, but only as a fighting, healing heroine
far in the past. (Frankel, Symbolism and Sources of
Outlander 76)

 


Of course, episode nine begins with Jamie’s
voiceover, mimicking Claire’s from episode one with the line
“Strange the things you remember.” After the long break, this
functions as a bookend to Claire’s own magical journey. Jamie tells
of storming Fort William to rescue Claire from his own perspective.
After comes his struggle through marriage to a modern woman as he
finds ways to compromise.

It’s book three before Jamie becomes a point
of view character (by necessity, as he spends a significant portion
without Claire). Similarly, he’s sidelined heavily in the Lord
John books, at least until The Scottish Prisoner.
His influence in the series grows, as the prologue to The Fiery
Cross, speaking of family, war, honor, fire, and blood,
sounds more like Jamie than Claire:

 


I have lived through
war, and lost much. I know what’s worth the fight, and what is not.
Honor and courage are matters of the bone, and what a man will kill
for, he will sometimes die for, too. And that, O kinsman, is why a
woman has broad hips; that bony basin will harbor a man and his
child alike. A man’s life springs from his woman’s bones, and in
her blood is his honor christened. For the sake of love alone, I
would walk through fire again.

 


The final books see him going on adventures
without Claire as the characters split into smaller groups.

Sex Scenes and Gaze

“No one was interested in doing those typical
cable TV scenes where the sex is unnecessary,” says Balfe. “So to
get that positive reaction was a relief. People were clearly
wanting this, they hadn’t found a show that was giving them it
before. So it was great that we were able to give them something
new” (Virtue).

Cable shows on HBO and Starz, especially the
histories and historical retellings, are famous for the nudity and
explicit sex. They are, as one critic notes, “populated by
dehistoricized male characters who have magnificent bodies, engage
in energetic sex and commit brutal and spectacular violence. They
present the erotic spectacle of female bodies being sexually abused
and the violent spectacle of male bodies being physically abused”
(Glynn 161). These include Rome, The Tudors,
Camelot, The Borgias, Black Sails, Da
Vinci’s Demons, and Spartacus.

Certainly, Jack
Randall’s violence is brutal in book and show – on the latter, he threatens to
cut off Claire’s nipple. Menzies explains:

 


They’re not pulling
their punches. [The whipping scene in Lallybroch is] a further
unfolding of the ingredients that were sort of seeded in the first
half. It just goes further; in a slightly clearer way we see his
sadism at work. The precision, attention to detail, that is where
the darkness really lies. Obviously the violence is unpleasant, but
it’s how the violence is conducted – it’s not out of fury or anger
or loss of control, it’s actually coming out of the opposite, and I
think that is all the more unnerving. We find out more about the
actual behavior of this quality. (Lutes)

 


Rape and torture both occur through the first
season, not only in Jack Randall’s scenes, but also as Jenny
confronts the redcoat courier of “The Search” (114) and a pair of
deserters attack Claire in “Both Sides Now” (108). This violence
emphasizes the harshness of life at the time and also the lengths
to which Claire and Jenny will go in self-defense.

This show must be compared to Game of
Thrones, the most popular contemporary cable show. Though the Times
notes, “In keeping with the Starz
ethos, though, [Outlander is] a lighter show all
around – less heavy and also less substantial”
(Hale). Both blend British
history (or pseudo-history) with the magical and explore women’s
historical roles amid graphic violence and sex scenes. The violence
entertains and shocks much as the nudity does, all of it
celebrating the opportunity to operate without the restrictions of
network television. Nonetheless, Matt Zoller Seitz calls
Outlander “curiously gentle despite its often harsh
content.” He adds, “Outlander is punctuated with savage
violence (including a flashback in the second episode to a woman’s
violation and a man’s torture) but rarely dwells on it, often
cutting away from explicit sex or violence before anyone can accuse
the filmmakers of being gratuitous.”

Likewise, the sex scenes serve different
purposes. Mary McNamara in “HBO, You’re Busted,” notes that on Game of Thrones, “The upper frontals got so gratuitous – two women teaching
themselves the tricks of prostitution while a male character, fully clothed, muses about his
personal history and definition of power – that fans took to
Twitter to complain.” As Salon’s Lili Loofborrow points
out, this issue “isn’t just about penises vs. breasts … it’s about
situation and camera angle. It’s about who has the right to be
turned on. It’s about whose genitals are worth catering to”
(Petersen).

Outlander
does not show naked females standing about with
no purpose. Sam Heughan calls the sex scenes “character
driven and to drive the story forward” (Nemiroff). Ron Moore adds:
“Anytime we’re gonna do this, it’s for a reason. We’re showing
something about their relationship, where they are with each other.
There’s an emotional arc that we’re watching through those scenes”
(Nemiroff). Sex scenes appear in episode one and
then not until the wedding episode, though
topless women appear in the dressing Claire scene and in
Jenny’s assault. The former of these might
certainly be filed under unnecessary nudity, while the scene with Jenny is
meant to shock the audience as well as Jamie with Jack
Randall’s sadistic cruelty.

The bodies are also unrealistically
presented: “History in these dramas has been populated with people
who are clean, buff, and toned and who have sex at the drop of a
period hat. Modern hair gels, breast implants and teeth whitening
agents anachronistically exist” (Glynn 161). Indeed, The New
York Times describes Jamie as “the kindest, buffest and
cleanest of the group” (Hale).

“My marching orders for the cast and director
of that episode were: ‘Let’s make it truthful,’” adds Moore. “None
of us actually have TV sex, it never looks like
that. So it’s not about titillating the audience or seeing how much
flesh we can get away with showing; it’s about continuing the story
of the characters” (Virtue). This
Game-of-Thrones style violence and graphic sex thus
meets a historical dram of unfolding love and relationships. As one
critic notes,

 


The
“Outlander” books date to 1991, but it seems likely that TV
executives looked at them and thought, oh, “Game of
Thrones” meets “Downton
Abbey.” The series … has some of
ye-olde-time grimy violence and sex of
“Games” and a little of the plummy accents and cozy Anglophilia of
“Downton.” (Hale)

 


Regarding the sex
scenes, Jamie and Claire remain chaste
until their wedding night (even their
first kiss is at the wedding). Before
this, they engage in the loving banter and sweet moments of
gallantry that are indeed more indicative of Downton Abbey than of an
explicit cable show. Even when they’re a stable couple, they often
go through separations where they exchange delightful and
flirtatious letters (as in the end of An Echo in the Bone). Forced
into chastity on an overcrowded ship, Jamie tells her “there are
moments, Sassenach, when for one copper penny, I’d have ye on the
spot, back against the mast” (Voyager, ch. 44). Unable to
resist, Claire gives him a penny “on account.”

Gabaldon
discusses the frequent sex in her books,
explaining it’s relationship-centered:

 


There are a great many
reasons why an author may choose to include explicit depictions of
sex; the least worthy is of course to provide titillation to the
reader – and I suspect some of my correspondents feel that this is
the only possible reason for including such material. It’s
not, though. Human beings being what they are, an interest in sex
is hardwired into the genetic machinery, and thus lies behind a
great deal of human behavior, whether it’s explicitly recognized or
not. Given that one level of the novels is devoted to an
exploration of the nature of love and marriage, it seems to me that
some reference to sex is likely desirable. (Outlandish
Companion 390-391)

 


The book has many of these
scenes, most of which show Jamie and Claire’s physical and
emotional spectrum in the bedroom (and other places), though other
characters have special moments as well. Peering into their sex
life shows the characters’ willfulness, humor. and true love, along
with the give and take of power. Claire rules their bedroom as much
as Jamie or more as she shoves him out of bed to lecture him in
“Lallybroch” (112) and holds a knife to his throat in “The
Reckoning” (109).

Episode ten opens with Jamie explicitly
pleasuring her, with many shots of her face as she enjoys herself.
This time spent showing a woman not just submitting but actively
taking her pleasure is unusual onscreen. As Jamie leads her to the
standing stones, once more he insists on an encounter that’s all
about her, as he insists he only wants to look at her. He strokes
her face, kisses her, and looks in her eyes as she experiences vast
pleasure.

 


Fiction by, about and for women that shows women capable of
sexual satisfaction is now extremely popular. From a
feminist perspective these are contradictory texts – on the one
hand, the capitalist ideology that pervades them largely Ignores,
on a manifest level at least, issues of class, race and gender but
on the other, they problematize and prioritize active sexuality for
women in ways that might be regarded as a upheaval to the
exclusively male gaze of patriarchal structures. The genre differs
radically from “bodice rippers” which are verv definitely located
within the world of romance (Lewallen 88)

 


The first episode
is even stronger for Claire. Moore
explains that he “wanted to show her as empowered sexually as a
person and having her own appetites and desires” (qtd. in Maerz).
In this, she and Frank share several sex scenes, most
famously one in the ruins of Castle Leoch.
She doesn’t undress for the audience, and as Frank
kneels before her, she pulls his head
down. “She’s the one who makes the first move, telling Frank what
she wants (even removing her own underwear ahead of time!) so she’s
also the one we get to see enjoying it,” critic Melissa Maerz notes
in her article “Let’s Talk about that ‘Outlander’ Sex Scene.” As
she adds:

 


Obviously, sex scenes that focus on
women getting off are still generally seen as taboo. In the
documentary This Film is Not Yet
Rated, Kimberly Pierce, who
directed Boys Don’t
Cry, reveals that the MPAA pressured
her to cut a similar sex act from her film to prevent it from
earning an NC-17 rating, even though the brutal murder at the
film’s end was acceptable under an “R” rating. Pierce believes the
MPAA was particularly uncomfortable with a shot that featured no
nudity at all – it was a close-up that
lingered on Brandon Teena’s ecstatic expression – because it was
such a clear departure from more traditional sex scenes, which have
a clear endpoint as their goal, and tend to finish whenever the
guys involved do. Maybe that’s why it feels somewhat radical that
the camera pans upward during
the Outlander sex scene so that we can
see Claire’s face.

 


This emphasis on her
emotions rather than her bare breasts
suggests a female perspective unusual for
the cable dramas.

On The Tudors, “Henry and [his best
friend] Charles seduce, cast aside, or send women running back to
their husbands. They are heterosexual supermen” (Glynn 168). Thus
viewers are encouraged to empathize with the men – users and
choosers – rather than the women, who must attract men with their
beauty and pray for the king’s continued attention. Rome,
The Borgias, and Spartacus have similar
attitudes. As Cersei trains Sansa that “a woman’s greatest weapon
is between her legs” and Melisandre plays sex slave to her chosen
king, Game of Thrones repeats these tropes. Mary McNamara notes in “HBO, You’re
Busted!” that these shows are terribly slanted:

 


Although there is male nudity – men
occasionally, though not always, appear shirtless and/or bottomless
when they are having sex with women – there are no male brothels,
no scenes of clothed women, or men for that matter, sitting around
chatting in a room filled with naked men…For all their many
functions, women’s bodies are not props and prostitution is not
something that should be regularly relegated to
atmosphere.

 


The Starz show The White Queen and HBO
shows Sex and the City or True Blood have a different
flavor than the more masculine shows listed. All were originally
marketed as women’s books, as Outlander was (originally
intended for the romance section before moving to mainstream
fiction). Thus all not only have female protagonists but focus on
the world of women and their emotions. In The White Queen,
the heroine threatens suicide to make the king back off from his
planned sexual assault (he’s the king after all). He submits to her
desires and offers her honorable marriage by episode end.

True Blood, originally a series of
paranormal mystery romances starring Sookie Stackhouse, has Sookie
and the viewers gazing at a fully nude Eric Northman, who’s
absolutely vampire eye-candy. “See anything you like?” he asks,
inviting her gaze. The sixth season finale sees him lying on a
beach chair, again fully nude with a slow pan up his body. It’s
clear which viewers are meant to enjoy this. Ryan Kwanten, who
plays Sookie’s brother, is often presented for the female gaze as
well:

 


Michael Martin: It’s a
sexy show. But what’s interesting to me is that the guy playing
your brother is the one who’s gratuitously topless and naked, kind
of like the women in ‘80s horror movies.

Anna Paquin: We take his clothes off a lot. As the season goes on,
the nudity gets shared around, but in the first couple of episodes,
he carries the brunt of that.

Michael Martin: What did you and the other women in the cast think
of the guy playing the naked-bimbo role? Payback? 

Anna Paquin: It is kind of funny. It is a very sexy show. All of us
girls are running around in shorts that barely cover our behinds.
Yeah, he’s naked a lot, but when you have a body like that…I mean
Ryan [Kwanten] has, in all fairness, a ridiculously nice physique,
so I don’t think he minds too much. (M. Martin)

 


HBO’s Sex and the City is the most
female-driven of the shows. Carrie, the point of view character,
provides the narration and focuses on relationships and
relationship problems. She brings up many taboos not normally
visible on television, as her period syncs with her friends or they
aren’t sure which sex acts they’re comfortable performing. While
their own body parts don’t show up much, the women spend much time
judging the bodies of their men. Sex scenes generally focus on the
female main characters’ faces, inviting viewers to empathize with
them. As such, this show is unique in the world of cable.

Outlander
with its “kilted beefcake fantasy object,
Jamie Fraser” (Seitz) likewise seems targeted at
women, as the Times
sums it up, “They seem to be having a good time,
and if you have a weakness for muskets, accents and the occasional
roll in the heather, you probably will too.”

Laura Mulvey pioneered the study of
gender-bias in cinematic gaze, explaining: “There are three
different looks associated with cinema: that of the camera as it
records the pro-filmic event, that of the audience as it watches
the final product, and that of the characters at each other within
the screen illusion.” Mulvey differentiates between the delight of
admiring a figure onscreen and identifying with the character.

 


In a world ordered by
sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between
active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects
its fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly. In
their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously
looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong
visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote
to-be-looked-at-ness.

 


Long, lingering pans over a woman’s body
place viewers in the mind of a heterosexual male main character
with the woman as object of lust. Thus the female viewer must
surrender her identity and identify with the male camera view. Such
film techniques are seen in many movies from Marilyn Monroe’s
entrance in Some Like It Hot to the stripteases and
flirtation in Charlie’s Angels.

As Mulvey describes the male-centric
camera:

 


At first glance, the
cinema would seem to be remote from the undercover world of the
surreptitious observation of an unknowing and unwilling victim.
What is seen on the screen is so manifestly shown. But the mass of
mainstream film, and the conventions within which it has
consciously evolved, portray a hermetically sealed world which
unwinds magically, indifferent to the presence of the audience,
producing for them a sense of separation and playing on their
voyeuristic fantasy…Although the film is really being shown, is
there to be seen, conditions of screening and narrative conventions
give the spectator an illusion of looking in on a private
world.

 


This appears in
Outlander in the
one scene of Claire’s undressing with the audience being invited to
look. Her garbing scene with Mrs. Fitz suggests an everyday activity conducted in a women’s
sanctuary, rather than a performance for spying males, though the
heroine is briefly nude for it. Nonetheless, it is a performance
with viewers looking on from their couches.
Jenny’s expelling unneeded breast milk in
“The Search” (114) has a similar
approach.

By contrast, the first
episode shows Frank and Claire both naked and enjoying sex (back in their bedroom
after the castle scene). There are shots of her face as well as her
body, indicating the pleasure she’s taking, while her voiceover
emphasizes the perspective here is hers.
With the heavy voiceovers, it’s difficult not to empathize with
Claire.

In episode
eight, “Both Sides Now,” both Claire’s consensual encounter with Jamie and her two
near-rapes are shown mostly clothed, with a swirling camera
to focus on her long-lasting trauma. Thus the
scenes come out emotionally-based than filled with gratuitous
nudity. Compared with Daenerys’s
glamorized fully naked rape in the second
episode of Game of
Thrones, after which she falls in love
with that rapist, Outlander
appears far more realistic.

The cable shows display almost everything –
but almost never a man’s genitals. Black Jack breaks this taboo
however in his flashback of the assault on Jenny in “Lallybroch”
(112). Leering at her, he rubs his exposed genitals, displaying
them in a scene that’s terribly rare for television. However, she
laughs and he is unable to perform. This moment, while not a
sensual one, invites women’s gaze as they claim power over him,
even as Jenny does.

 


When Black Jack swept
Jenny into Lallybroch in the flashback, he certainly intended to
force sex on her. Instead, when his penis remained flaccid, Jenny
laughed in his face. 

“It’s obviously the most
humiliated Jack is in the story; his weakest and most vulnerable,
arguably,” Menzies tells Zap2it.

As for that nude moment
where audiences get to see Black Jack’s penis, the actor confirms,
“I’m afraid it’s all me.

“You just have to sort
of hold your breath and do it, but I suppose in a way I was as much
involved in the decision to make it as graphic as that,” he says.
“I think it needs to have genuine humiliation in it. We see Jack so
often in control. To have a moment when a young girl’s laugh undoes
him I think is really interesting.” (Schwartz)

 


Thus Black Jack
is undone as he’s literally stripped for the
female to gaze at and ridicule.

On a far happier note,
during their wedding night, Claire and
Jamie each admire the other, inviting fans of all genders and
sexual preferences to join them. The voiceovers have mostly
disappeared and Jamie does some recounting of
his day, allowing
a more gender-balanced point of view than
typical for the series. At the ceremony, each has a moment of
appearing in formal finery, in contrast with many shows in which
only the heroine in her prom dress has a particular slow walk on or
dramatic reveal. As Claire sucks in her breath, she notes in
the book, “A Highlander in full regalia is an impressive sight –
any Highlander, no matter how old, ill-favored, or crabbed in
appearance. A tall, straight-bodied, and by no means ill-favored
young Highlander at close range is breath-taking” (ch. 14).
Both show a great deal of skin in their bedroom
encounters, each takes charge, each shows their delight in their
face.

The episode
“Lallybroch” (112) has Jamie standing naked in the stream, first with some
butt shots, then with his hand self-consciously over his crotch as
he requests that his sister stop looking. He turns his back, and
Jenny stares at the scars. The hero by
this point has been fully objectified.

In other show moments,
Claire gets a revolting invitation to look up
Angus’s kilt (she
closes her eyes and winces). Jamie is the one to remove his
shirt in episodes two and three for Claire to inspect, and he
changes in front of her just before entering the Gathering. On the
rent-collecting trip, Dougal strips Jamie’s shirt off (generally
ripping it) in every single village and invites everyone to
stare at the spectacle, to Jamie’s humiliation. In all these
scenes, Claire is the gazer and Jamie the spectacle with his male
physique on display.

In the books, Gabaldon lovingly describes
Jamie's tiny hairs and the curves of his muscles, emphasizing
Claire's gaze on him. Claire watches Jamie often, as he lies
“wearing nothing but a few dappled splotches of sunlight”
(Outlander, ch. 16) or undresses for her amusement.
Reunited with him in Voyager, she admires “the
squared roundness of his buttocks the small muscular hollow that
dented each one, and their pale vulnerability” (ch. 26).

There’s also Jamie’s
partially-dressed state of the kilt, in
contrast with the long trousers of most
male characters in the world of television. Claire tells Jamie,
“Actually, it’s your kilt that makes me want to fling you to the
floor and commit ravishment…But you don’t look at all bad in your
breeks” (The Drums of
Autumn, ch. 13). She objectifies him
in this garb, as many of the female audience do. On another
occasion, Claire wants to watch Jamie make a spectacle of himself
with the old-fashioned “feileadh breacan” or “feileadh mor” (the
big kilt). Wearing one, Jamie explains:

 


“It’s a bit undignified
to get into, but it’s verra easy to take off”

“How do you get into
it?” I asked curiously.

“Well, ye lay it out on
the ground, like this” – he knelt, spreading the cloth so that it
lined the leaf-strewn hollow – “and then ye pleat it every few
inches, lie down on it, and roll.”

I burst out laughing,
and sank to my knees, helping to smooth the thick tartan wool.
(Dragonfly in Amber, ch. 36)

 


In An Echo in the
Bone, Claire proposes to get a new kilt made for Jamie,
commenting that she likes to look at him in all his glory (ch.
142).

When asked why a man in a kilt is such a
romantic figure, Gabaldon notes that while “really tired” she said,
“Well, I suppose it’s the idea that you could be up against a wall
with him in a minute” (“The Doctor’s Balls,” Kindle Locations
376-379). Everyone gleefully reprinted the interview. As she
adds:

 


A man who you know is
running around with his dangly bits so immediately accessible is
plainly a bold spirit, up for anything at the drop of a hat (or
some more appropriate garment) and entirely willing to risk
himself, body and soul. The English Government understood this very
well; hence the DisKilting Act, passed after Culloden, which – as
part of a program of cultural punishment and ethnic cleansing –
forbade Highland men to wear the kilt or possess tartan. (“The
Doctor’s Balls” 382-385)

 


On the show, Jamie significantly stops
wearing the kilt when he returns to Lallybroch. Dresbach reports
getting enormous amounts of fan mail asking why. She replies:

 


It is not the first time
he has worn them, but it does have significance in this episode. …
Jamie has had essentially the same costume throughout most of the
series. Now we are seeing a different side of him. He is now a
married man, and as we find out, a man of substance. A
Laird.

Trews were worn most
often by men who had the means to own a horse. It was more
comfortable, for obvious reasons. We’ll see his kilt again, and
again. But we need to add dimension, shadow, nuance to him, and to
all of our characters as they develop over the years. Even Clark
Kent had two costumes to show two sides of his character. (26 Apr
2015)

 


As he assumes his role as Laird and even
wears his father’s coat, he is performing a type of authoritative
masculinity
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