
IN THE CUT

I have always believed you can split your favourite films into two columns (at least). Those that you love perhaps intellectually, or for sentimental reasons, and those that have shaped you as a person and if someone argues their faults, it insults you to the very marrow of your bones. Jane Campion’s An Angel At My Table (1990) is firmly in the latter category for me. Although at 10 years old I didn’t fully understand the psychological impact, nor would I have understood that Janet Frame was a real person, it resounded more than almost any other film at that point. From the lush landscape to the new representation of a young woman, Campion opened the door to my idea of what cinema can achieve and reveal. From then on, every Campion film has been an event and whether they match the standard that Angel set or not, her work is continually interesting and subversive.

Thirteen years later Campion made In the Cut, based on a 1995 novel by Susanna Moore, who also co-wrote the screenplay with Campion. The film garnered attention when released as it was promoted as Meg Ryan, replacing Nicole Kidman who ended up producing the film, shedding her America’s Sweetheart image and plunging into the seedy world of sex and murder. To understand the response the film received, one just has to look at its position at an attention-grabbing 34% on Rotten Tomatoes. Described by critics as “a dreadfully inert late-night cable movie”, “a mess” and “nasty, gruesome, pointlessly kinky and gratuitously awful”, I do think that most critics fell for the obvious and missed what was going on beneath the surface. The greatest outcry seemed to be that the film wasn’t thrilling enough, since the killer was so obvious. I think that Campion knew that response would come about, hoping that the “obvious” reveal would help people focus on the other aspects of the film. However, this didn’t work, with the New Yorker calling it an “art thriller” and The Hollywood Reporter saying it “fails to hit those all-important marks intrinsic to the success of every screen crime thriller.” Little examination was placed on Campion’s depiction of a woman’s sexual awakening in relation to the constraints of the society she inhabits. This is a theme that Campion explores in all of her work, most recently in the mini-series “Top of the Lake” and she is one of the few directors that I can think of who navigates this area more than once. Campion herself said about her perspective, “I’m speaking through the body of a woman, the psyche of a woman, and that’s my particular insight.” Furthermore, it is always done with an overt confidence, whether it be 1800s Hampstead (Bright Star) or contemporary Sydney (Holy Smoke).

I saw the film in an arthouse theatre in Perth, Western Australia having journeyed to New York City for the first time only a few months prior. I distinctly remember loving it. Being enraptured by the look of film and the representation of men and women on screen and it remains my secret favourite.

Meg Ryan plays Frannie Avery, a literature professor, who is researching a book about slang (for Frannie slang is either “sexual or violent”). When she meets up with a student in a bar, she sees a sexual act and becomes a witness to a murder. Seen through a peephole, the killer’s identity is only distinguished by a three of spades tattoo. This leads her to Detective Malloy (Mark Ruffalo) and they begin an affair, whilst Malloy hunts down the killer.

The film could not have worked without a strong lead performance. Frannie is rather an oblique character, who we get to know through her interactions with others. She doesn’t have simple, easy to define relationships, whether it be her half-sister, to whom she is the closest, or a man she dated twice who is now stalking her. Even with a student, she moves into a conversational intimacy that would be frowned upon. She is constantly observing the world around her, a voyeur until she is thrown into the investigation and becomes a subject.

It is unfortunate that actors who become so associated with a trope are held up to high scrutiny for trying something new (as Ryan was, which lead to a disastrous Michael Parkinson interview. Himself so clearly disgusted by the film and potentially also by Ryan’s left-turn in choice of role). Whether or not you completely believe Ryan as Frannie (and I do), she inhabits the character without trying too hard or relying on rom-com mannerisms. She seems to give herself over very easily to Campion’s direction as she did with Luis Mandoki in 1994’s When a Man Loves a Woman (another under-appreciated gem).

Ruffalo was making a name for himself after breaking out with 2000s You Can Count on Me, so taking a role like this may have been seen as risky, yet he seems far more comfortable playing morally ambiguous characters than as a generic love interest.

Jennifer Jason Leigh is probably too perfect for her role. The character is called Pauline but was probably described in the script as a “Jennifer Jason Leigh-type”. However, the bond between Ryan and Leigh seems very real and makes that sister relationship a strong point in the film and a depiction of love without violence.

Technically, the film is masterful and I wonder if Dion Beebe would have won the Oscar (he was nominated for Chicago the year before), had the film been better received. I have never seen New York City represented in quite a dichotomous way. Sometimes hazy, vibrant yet full of greasy colours. Every frame is like a woozy Gerhard Richter portrait which intrigues but also repels. At times the film looks like it has been shot through a glass of urine (but that works). Beebe also uses shallow depth of field and hand-held camera work which bring us instantly into Frannie’s world: off balance but in motion. They way Campion has chosen to use music further plays into her ideas of subversion. Two pieces in particular stand out. “Que, Sera, Sera” which opens the film, becomes menacing, echoing Doris Day but altogether more frightening as if to say, “this is what is really going on beneath the surface”. After Pauline has been found dead, a toy mouse sings “I Think I Love You”, it’s helium-tones striking a discordant note with the plot. You’ll never think of the Partridge Family again.

In writing this In Defence, I didn’t want to ever use the term “Post 9/11 New York”, but Campion brilliantly depicts a New York with the air sucked out if it, like a child that has been playing all day and collapses, spent, in the afternoon. Perhaps due to the fact Campion is a New Zealand-born, Australian-residing director, she is never jingoistic or heavy-handed in her symbolism. We immediately understand this is the “other” New York, not the one on postcards or in other movies.

The idea that Campion is exploring the link between sex and violence, between reaction and desire, is obvious. However, it is the way she depicts both acts, and the link between them, that is new. Sex scenes are de rigueur in Campion films but this must be the most sexy film she has made. Everyone is slightly flushed and covered in sweat (not always a winning combination I know) and the city is slow moving.

Similarly she doesn’t shy away from the aftermath of violence with the head in the bag being the most symbolic and gruesome but I was also disgusted by the sound of blood pouring. Later, when Frannie is coming around to the idea that Malloy is the killer, she dresses up and puts on makeup, then handcuffs him and then has sex with him.

I am sure this must be the first time that “fuck yourself” is used as a turn on, not as an offensive idiom. 

This might be a stretch, but I would argue that Campion even manages to turn filmmaking on its head by subverting the idea of a male gaze: having the male lead be seen as a sex object from a woman’s perspective and having the female characters derive pleasure without shame from sex. No surprise that Campion changed the ending to make Frannie the “master of her fate/the captain of her soul” rather than being saved by Ruffalo. She calls back to the Virginia Woolf novel brought up at the beginning of the film, To The Lighthouse. In Woolf’s novel, the characters return to the lighthouse at the end, comparing how they were as children to know as adults. The main female character is emancipated from the male gaze by the end and free to be an artist. Frannie is liberated, alive and out from in the cut.


