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Serial Time: Bluebeard
in Stepford

Bliss Cua Lim

“Stepford Is Out of Step”: Fantastic zg&sn:,.oami

Patriarchies are never simply old-fashioned. In Stepford Wives - both Ira Levin's 1972
novel and Bryan Forbes’s 1974 film — the feminist herclne Is lmplicitly reproached for
assumning that modernity Is always anathema to misogyny. “Stepford Is out of step,” she
tells her husband, deriding the town’s Men's Assocation as “outdated.”* To her own undo-
ing, she faiis to reallze — until the eleventh hour — that her “present” is characterized
by nonsynchronous patriarchal responses challenged-forth by and contemporaneous with
the women’s movement, .

Retooling a conception derived from Marxist philosophies of history, I use the term
“nonsynchronism® to designate a fractured sense of time evoked by the figuration of com-
peting contexts of experience, or discontinuous epistemological paradigms, in fantastic
narratives.® My work on Stepford Wives is part of a larger project on fantastlc cinema
from various national contexts, including Indian, Chinese, Japanese, and Filipine films.
In what follows, I would like to briefly contextualize my discussion of Stepford Wives in
terms of my interests in fantastic nonsynchronism and historical difference.

Critical consensus holds that the fantastic depicts archaic belief systems re-emerging
in the disenchanted present. Freud speaks of the uncanny as the return of “surmounted
medes of thought,”® and literary scholars and anthropologists allke characterize the fan-
tastic as degraded myth in a post-mythic age, pre-modern beliefs surviving in a rational
time. The hegemenic Idea of the fantastic as an anachronism in a completely rationalized

_modernity presumes a complete eclipsing or expulsion of the occult in the current age.

I take the oppesite view, and suggest that, in representing unsurmounted worlds In a
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feactious presant, the fantastic disquietingly insinuates, not the stability of ene time
vis-a-vis another, but their co-implication.

— The concept of nonsynchronism designates that recurring notien, in the fantastic, that
people do not all dwell in the same Now; that there is more than one time in any one time,
that past, present, and future modes of being in the worid are neither securely moored

“nor absolutely differentiated, but are mutually entangled. Though I cannot here undertake
a full explication of the genealogies of the term “fantastic,” I understand the fantastic
as a meeting place for the anomalgus and the ordinary (frequently, the supernatural and
the natural) which, far frem upholding an historicist drama whereby mythical or pre-
modern thought is surmounted by modern rationality, very often espouses a nonsynchronous
view of social g attention to the problematic role of anachrenisms and non-
contemporaneities in historicist thought.* T proffer the concept of nonsynchronism not to
advance yet another generalizatlon or definition of the fantastic as a mode or genre, but
to describe a certain kind of insight into historical alterity that the fantastic, In its figura-
tion of disjunctive worlds and times, has a propensity to disclose,

Several strands of historical nonsynchronism abound in Stepford Wives. In the dialogue
I quote from Levin’s novel at the beginning of this section, the heroine Joanna, deceived
by her husband’s seeming adherence to feminist views, ridicules the Stepford Men’s
Association for being “outdated,” “old-fashioned,” and “out of step” with the current
time. The film does not rehearse this scene, but the same characterization of Stepford’s
sexual politics as anachronistic emerges in the emphasis given to the word “archalc” in
the screenplay, the word which Joanna and her best friend Bobbie use to describe the
Men’s Association and the very word that Bobbie forgets once she has “changed.” The
rionsynchronots texture of life in Stepford belles Joannas historicist misprision that

—patriarchy is outmoded while feminism is contemporary. Instead, Stepford’s homicidal
husbands employ cutting-edge technclogy to reprise old-fashioned notlons of femininity,
embodying a temporally discrepant patriarchal ethos, at once futuristic, coeval, and deeply

—nostalgic,

My analysis of Forbes’s fitm pursues an intertextual understanding of the film in which
Levin‘s novel is granted little primacy. Intertextuality, Kristeva’s own illuminating inter-
textual appropriation of Bakhtinian dialogism, names our recognition that every text is
“an intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point of fixed meaning,” and that
every term in narrative Is “at least double.”® Intertextuality Is strongly suited to frame
a discussion of fantastic nonsynchronism because intertextuality Is always temporally
discrepant. A radleally Intertextual method eschews the linear temporality underpinning the
assumption that the film “comes after’ and is thus obliged to be faithful to its literary
“predecessor.” Intertextuality cautions us against assuming that meanings can ever be
wholly ascribed to a defining, “original” scurce or intention. It also reminds us that the
cacaphany at the heart of every utterance is historically nonsynchronous, a juxtaposition
of discourses from diverse eras. Bakhtin writes that language is “heterogiot from top
to bottom,” embedying “the co-existence of socio-ideological contradictions between the
present and the past, between differing epochs of the past.”®

e, cal

I'introduce the concept of intertextuality in order to distance my approach from the
source-adaptation dyad that dominates studies of literature and film. Rather than con-
ceiving of Levin’s nove! as a “source” ézn.n the film contests or transforms, this study
positions the nevel as only one of several discourses through which the nonsynchronaus
temporality of the Bluebeard tale —the story of a husband who murders a string of wives
~ is refracted. My discussion mobilizes Levin’s book among an assortment of Intertexts:
centuries-oid tropes of misogyny (the seventeenth-century Skull Doctor and the medieval
Mill of Old Wives), Disney audio-animatronics, second wave feminism, and the Final Girls
and serial killers of Hollywood horeor films,

How Is it possible to discern Bluebeard’s dire visage in sunlit Stepford? Such a con-
strual does not proceed by unveiling evidence of an Intention — whether on the part of
novelist, director, or screenwriter — to invoke folklore’s murderous bridegroam; indeed,
neither novel nor screenplay makes mention of him. Intertextuality is not a matter of
intentional allusion because intertexts are both “conscious and unconscious quota-
tions, conflations and Inversions of other texts.”” If, authorial intention natwithstanding,
it is passible to perceive the Stepford husbands as kin to Bluebeard, it is because the
figure of the serlal kilting husband is not a singular point of meaning but a variegated
prism through which other discourses are refracted. The film can be apprehended as
a Bluebeard tale because, as Kristeva puts it, “every text {s construcied as a mosaic of
quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another.®

If every text is a mosaic, then discursive ownership is impossible to claim. As Bakhtin
deftly puts it, “The ward in language is half someone else’s,” Being half someone eise’s,
every discourse is already an adaptation of texts that are themselves not originals.
Yet adaptation studies has come under fire precisely for its ideal of fidelity to literary
properties.’® Discourse misconstrued as property underpins both the fallacy of orlginal-
ity and the “chimera of fidelity” in adaptation studies.} Creative spectatprship and fan
ownership are only the most obvious rejoinders to the claims of copyright, attesting ta
the difficulty of reining in discourse as property.'?

In my view, “source novels” are never the measure of “film adaptations.” A single
novel as a principal yardstick or comparison-text for cinematic meaning forgets that dis-
courses have no fealty to originals, but are echoing chambers whose resonances are difficult
to exhaust. The mode! of novel—film dyad, whether conceived as correspondence or trans-
formation, might unwittingly confine our understanding to “the dungeon of a single
context.” ¥ The source—adaptation paradigm excludes not only other, nm}mE more salient
intertexts, but more crucially, the “rejoinder” of the spectator, whose response to the

film may have little or nathing to do with the novel it adapts, a novel which, in this sense,”

cannot claim to be the “source text” of the viewer’'s dialogic response. In Bakhtin/
Kristeva's cruciform model, the text fies at the horizontal crossroads of authors and audi-
ences and at the vertical intersection of ane work with the corpus of other works among
which it is positioned.™

In what follows, 1 first explore the likeness of Stepford Wives to Bluebeard tales
to emphasize two crucial aspects of this narrative of marital murder: the essentializing,
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Chapter 9

Boyz N the Hood
Chronotopes: Spike Lee,
Richard Price, and
the Changing Authorship
of Clockers

Paula J. Massood

1n the closing scene of Spike Eee's Clockers ;@amv, Strike Dunham — the fifm's young,
uleer-prone pratagonist — escapes from the life-threatening dangers of urban life. In the
film’s final frames we witness both an emigration and a migration as Strike concurrently
leaves behind his past and heads toward a move promising future. This in and of iiself
is neither new nor innovative. We are familiar with Hoilywood’s happy endings, designed
to let audiences walk out of the theater with a satisfying feeling of narrative closure.
The way the scene is shot adds to its redemptive qualities: infused with a golden light,
Strike heads into the sunset befare the screen fades to black.

In a variety of press releases and interviews, Lee stated that he wanted Clockers
to be more than just another “hood” film: what he referred to as the “black gangster,
hip-hop shoot-"em-up . . . drug genre.”? Cne of Lee's primary concerns was to differen-
tiate Clockers from hood films such as John Singleten’s Soyz N the Hood (1991) and
the Hughes Brothers’ Menace [T Society {1993), films with similar subject matter and
settings. As Lee stated after the film’s release, “It was always our intention that If we
sueceeded with this film, that this might be the final nail In the coffin and African-American
filmmakers would try telling new stories.”> While Clockers is wholly selfconsclous of,
and reliant upon, the hood films immediately preceding it, the film occupies a different





