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For H. D.


Sometimes the truth of the thing
is not so much in the think of it,
but in the feel of it.

—Stanley Kubrick
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Preface

The first and only Kubrick first-run film I ever experienced with an audience in a movie theater was Eyes Wide Shut in July of 1999 at Sony College Park on the north side of Indianapolis. Around that same time, I had managed to catch a rerelease of A Clockwork Orange, once and only once, at the Castleton Arts theater nearby. How fleeting, how ephemeral, those cinematic experiences have truly become—I recently found out that this old “arts theater” (Indy’s only, once) has closed its doors for the last time, just last month. When I saw Capote and Shopgirl there in November, I had no idea just how soon I was to lose the visceral entirety of that event, forever. I can still remember, of course; I can even drive up there and see the abandoned building again; but to go back there would be to never look outside the past (at something present). What an appropriately sad way to think one last time about my project on the films of Stanley Kubrick. I can never return to those moments; I can never even return to that theater—the site of so much cinephiliac joy at one point some time ago, including that one-time midnight showing (what a crowd!) of A Clockwork Orange as part of the passing Warner Bros. Festival in that intense, brilliant summer. Almost exactly two years after seeing Eyes Wide Shut and A Clockwork Orange, I saw AI at a multiplex in Crawfordsville, Indiana, about ninety minutes west of Indianapolis.

In many ways, there is only one experience (one first one, that is), and I have always already been trying to work my way back to the initial experience of the films of Stanley Kubrick. This book is no exception. I have not spent most of my life in this state, yet my cinematic experiences of Kubrick’s films (along with AI) all have been in Indiana. And so it seems oddly appropriate, then, that I conclude this project on the films of Stanley Kubrick four and a half years later just down the road from Indianapolis in Bloomington. It is all the more remarkable that I have ended up back here considering that I have just finished living in four very different states over the course of three very different years, writing and rewriting about Kubrick the whole way. It is past time to bring those journeys to an end.

Indeed, this book has been a journey through many states, many academic programs, and many film courses—it wouldn’t be a stretch to say that the present project has spanned the length of my graduate career. There are some passages here that still remain intact from my writings as a first-year master’s student at Oklahoma State University. For example, professors Walker and Walkiewicz both allowed me to write papers on Kubrick in their respective seminars way back in 2002—my first formal workings about the director, both of which in different ways tried to come to terms with the sounds of his films. Though very little here actually resembles those first two awkward efforts, the research overall did reflect an indescribable intensity I sensed in the films, and it did introduce me to Fear and Desire, thus planting the seed for this project.

Detours through Castleton, Indianapolis, Crawfordsville, and so forth have not been entirely arbitrary, any more than this brief detour through my past has been. For, as I hope to reveal in the following pages, this is ultimately a very intimate (scholarly) intervention into the films of Stanley Kubrick. They are about the experiences of his films. My experiences. And my experiences with the experiences of others. But let me just close by saying I am not trying to memorialize past cinematic experiences. Those summers are gone, and the sadness comes in accepting I cannot retrieve them. Instead, I am trying to open up the possibilities for new cinematic experiences. There are encounters with Kubrick’s body of work still to come, not yet passing, and the joy comes in anticipating what will be next. In whatever forms it took along the way, The Kubrick Facade began and concluded in Indiana. But beyond this journey, the experience of Kubrick continues. . . .
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There is great sadness in writing an acknowledgment page. I find myself not celebrating a particular accomplishment so much as I am looking back softly and thoughtfully at so many experiences and journeys irretrievably gone. Sure, people may remain (somewhere); but the moments do not. And what good are memories, really, after the experiences have passed? Reading over this manuscript one last time, I am overwhelmed with memories of places I’ve visited, and of the people I’ve known, and of the people I’ve been. Each paragraph here takes me back to a different experience—to theaters in Indianapolis, to apartments in Charleston (Illinois), to seminar rooms in Stillwater, to hotels in Oklahoma City, to coffee shops in Gurnee, to airports in Tulsa, to basements in Royal Oak, to parks in Detroit, to offices and spare rooms in Bloomington. But even that list somehow misses it. And going back through those memories again, it’s only now dawning on me just how long this book has taken me, in a way quantified beyond time. For there is something there lost forever in a kaleidoscope of time—after the ship explodes (as it always does), we each hurl irreversibly in our own directions, never to return to those bittersweet moments again. It is so hard to make the good things last.

But, perhaps, giving thanks is not a way to prolong the good, but simply to acknowledge it. There are many people along the way to whom I owe a debt of gratitude. At Oklahoma State University—Robert Mayer, for working with me the most closely and the most patiently, especially in those grueling times when it seemed as though neither of us any longer retained any faith in my project; Edward P. Walkiewicz, Jeffrey Walker, Leonard J. Leff, Edward Jones, Carol Moder, Arthur Redding, and Scott Balcerzak, who were all—in their own way—present and helpful in the project’s early formation. Additionally, I am grateful to Thomas Nelson of San Diego State University for his outside advice and guidance during my time in Oklahoma. As the project moved beyond Stillwater, several other people proved quite valuable—in particular, Tony Williams; Rod Munday; Steven Shaviro and the English Department at Wayne State University; and finally, Joan Hawkins and James Naremore at Indiana University.

Parts of this work have appeared before in various journals, and appropriately I’d like to thank many in that field as well—Lloyd Michaels and the anonymous readers at Film Criticism for offering constructive criticism on improving my work and for first recognizing and appreciating the research that eventually led me here; likewise, Bonnie Plummer, Elizabeth Foxwell, and the reviewers at Storytelling for perseverance and patience; and Sebnem Toplu and the editors at Interactions for their support and feedback. As well, a very sincere debt of gratitude is owed to Stephen Ryan, Jessica McCleary, and Patricia MacDonald at Scarecrow Press.

Finally, I offer the simplest but deepest thanks to the best advisors I have yet had—my late grandfather and my parents. This project is dedicated to them.
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Introduction: Experiencing Faces and Voices


The feel of the experience is the important thing, not the ability to verbalize or analyze it.

—Stanley Kubrick1



There is one visually striking shot among many in The Shining (1980)—a long slow zoom on Jack Nicholson’s face as he stares at a scaled-down model of the Overlook Hotel’s overgrown labyrinth maze. The increasingly cool light bounces off the right side of his face, echoing many such images of blank expressions in the film. This shot then cuts to an overhead shot of the outdoor maze itself, as his wife and child try to navigate their way through the incomprehensible web. On the surface, the operative effect (for lack of a better term) is fairly clear—the mind as a maze, something to be entered with caution and navigated with great trepidation. Thomas Allen Nelson, in the most comprehensive book yet on the films of Stanley Kubrick, reiterates this imagery in Kubrick: Inside a Film Artist’s Maze (2000). In the first edition, the book cover features a dense purple maze over an image of a middle-aged Stanley Kubrick while shooting Barry Lyndon (1975). The cover of the second edition is even more pronounced—a thick black outline of a maze over a close-up shot of an older Kubrick. In both that moment from The Shining and on the cover of both editions of Inside the Film Artist’s Maze, there is a sense that Kubrick’s films were obsessed with the mind as a dense object of mystery, something impenetrable but that beckons those who experience it to investigate further than that cold facade.

But what are Kubrick’s films ultimately saying about the mind? Or, put another way, what does the mind itself ultimately have to say, in all its marks, in Kubrick’s films? In one way, Kubrick’s early films (prior to Dr. Strangelove [1964]) suggest a very strong reliance on the mind and its ability to understand experience. Going back far enough into the trajectory of his films, we can sense that the mind initially had quite a bit to say. This is particularly evident in its deployment of the voice-over narration.2 These early films reveal for me a continuous attempt to organize the content and meaning of diegetic experiences through the power of nondiegetic language. As I discuss in the next chapter, the narrative power attempted in Kubrick’s first feature-length film, Fear and Desire (1953), allows me to articulate how the opening voice-over narration of each early Kubrick film—often the form of an omniscient third-person voice—revealed a strong desire for projecting narrative assumptions and asserting narrative control, however stable, over the events that thereafter unfold. Fear and Desire, in its simplest form, is the tale of four soldiers trapped behind enemy lines during an unnamed war. By explicit design, they are purely abstract characters who are fighting a purely allegorical war, fighting in “no other country but the mind.” We see here the maze of the mind imposed upon the foggy forest of the story. Deriving from this opening voice-over declaration, I take the idea of “the country of the mind” as my central front for issues of narrative control. In a much different sense than we see in a later film such as The Shining, the country of the mind is the first of many Kubrickian preoccupations with the maze of the mind. “Fear and Desire is not meant to be a war film in the conventional sense of the term,” writes Paolo Cherchi Usai, “but rather insists on the fact that the only reality with which characters contend is psychological, not physical. . . . [The film] instead proclaims a much more ambitious intent, the exploration of the unconscious.”3 To posit a country of the mind—as all the earlier Kubrickian voice-over narrators do (from Fear and Desire through Killer’s Kiss [1955], The Killing [1956], Paths of Glory [1957], and Spartacus [1960])—means to claim that all events within the story world can be thematically and narratively mediated through a marker of perception—not just sensed or intuited, but cognitively captured and explained. As I develop and define more fully in the next chapter, the country of the mind is not the narrator or the narration by itself but rather is an effect of the narration, the thematic and discursive vision of the narrator himself (and the narrators in Kubrick’s films are always in some way male). Interestingly, however, later Kubrick films, such as The Shining, seem to critique this same claim to narrative authority. There is an increasing apprehension—such as with Jack Torrance’s writer’s block—over the ability of the mind and language to come to terms with experience. Thus, Kubrick’s films increasingly reveal the country of the mind as an arbitrary and often illusory means of representing the experience. It is progressively more a facade that masks the ambiguity of the story world beyond. Yet the early films seem content with the thematic and narrative power of the voice-over.

In chapter 4, I attempt to further illuminate this turn I see in emphasis from narration to ambiguity in Dr. Strangelove. I focus on this film predominantly as a site of possible transition in part because the film features both a third-person narrator who opens the film and three characters who work as implicit first-person narrators for each of their respective settings (Major Kong [Slim Pickens] in the B-52 cockpit, General Ripper [Sterling Hayden] at the Burpelson Air Force Base, and General Turgidson [George C. Scott] in the War Room). Yet, importantly, none of them ultimately seems to have any clue as to what goes on in other parts of the story world, and thus all prove to be inadequate “narrators.” We see for the first time in a Stanley Kubrick film how much the mind is not only a maze but also invariably un-plot-able. The cognitive effects of the mind (such as a voice-over) cannot navigate the experiences of the story, as was the case with the country of the mind in Fear and Desire or Davy’s first-person narration in Killer’s Kiss. One of the more striking examples of this is Turgidson’s obsession with the War Room’s “Big Board”; he is more concerned with how the world is being plotted up there, on the surface of a map, than with what is going on with actual encounters in the course of the narrative (of which even we ourselves as the audience see only bits and fragments). Put another way, the map on the Big Board offers a visual instance for the country of Turgidson’s mind, another facade, rather than presents a sufficient accounting of the experience itself. And this, in turn, becomes his primary narrative understanding of what is actually occurring within the diegesis of Dr. Strangelove.

Focusing exclusively on the mind may be indeed the dominant way of thinking about the films of Stanley Kubrick. According to Gilles Deleuze, “If we look at Kubrick’s work, we see the degree to which it is the brain which is mis en scene. . . . For, in Kubrick, the world itself is a brain, there is an identity of brain and world.”4 At the end of The Shining, Jack becomes trapped and then frozen (literally and figuratively) within his own mind when he fails to find his way out of the maze and thus collapses and freezes to death in the harsh winter. It is a completion, in one sense, of the unification between the brain and the surrounding
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