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FiGURE 1. “Throw them to the lions, Sire.” (Credit: MOMA Film Archives.)




“THROW THEM TO THE LIONS, SIRE”:
TRANSFORMING BIBLICAL NARRATIVES INTO
HOLLYWOOD SPECTACULARS

Alice Bach
Stanford University

Most filmgoers are familiar with these words spoken by a shiny-hel-
meted British-accented Roman centurion who eagerly awaits the battle
between the lion and the Christian. For some of us, one of these Fifties
“Sword and Sandal” films was our first clue that Christians had not start-
ed out as the winners. And if one had read of Christian martyrdom, or
imagined the sound of Jesus’ voice delivering the Sermon on the Mount,
one’s interest in the formative period of Christianity was certainly height-
ened by hearing parts of the Gospel of Matthew recounted in King of
Kings through the voice-over narration of Orson Welles, speaking a mix
of prose written by Ray Bradbury and the Gospel writers.

As I have argued in my article in this volume, as well as in my forth-
coming book Women, Seduction and Betrayal in Biblical Narratives, cultural
representations of biblical figures affect one’s interpretation of biblical
narratives. If one stores a collection of images of a particular literary fig-
ure, or setting, or style of costume, that collection is not stored mentally
in a chronological order. It does not matter whether I have seen Rita Hay-
worth’s Salomé before viewing Gustave Moreau’s painting or after read-
ing the version in the Gospel of Mark. All the representations collide and
coalesce in my construction of the figure of Salomé. In our postmodern
image culture, readers are also spectators. The basic components of a
“reading,” even of a biblical text, need to acknowledge that our impres-
sions come from films, paintings, TV, ads—all of which have been coded
ideologically and influence our interpretations of biblical literary figures.
Like the queen of Sheba in King Vidor’s Solomon and Sheba (1959), I find
myself moving toward Jerusalem with my graven images in tow, won-
dering at the spectacle. “ All that for a God they don’t even see,” she re-
marks. Having spent most of the past year working with cinematic
images and other media, I suspect that the queen of Sheba would have
benefited from a few days at the Cineplex. “ All that so that they can see
God,” she might have said and put her faith in the images.
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The articles in this volume do not reflect the tensions of the much-
publicized culture wars, in which intense conflict occurs between those
conservative forces who wish to maintain the established order and rite
of biblical studies and those who wish to transform them. Perhaps be-
cause Semeia is “an experimental journal of biblical criticism,” its contrib-
utors feel encouraged to map and guide the construction of the present
and the future of the discipline. Or perhaps there is no longer a definable
category of biblical studies, only varied agendas, perspectives, and poli-
tics of our own era that create borders and areas for mutual discourse.
Living in a borderland between the old and new, as biblical scholars do,
creates a sense of “betweenness,” an uncertain search for transitions and

methods that include the contours of the historical ages that have risen
and fallen since biblical epochs and the cultural repetitions of the biblical
landscape and figures that are found in our contemporary cultural pro-
ductions. As the articles gathered here illustrate, films and other forms of
media culture provide a bridge from the present to the past.

Reading films politically (as Weisenfeld, Pardes, and Glancy do)
provides insights not only into the ways that film reproduces existing so-
cial struggles within contemporary American society, but also gives fresh
insight into the social and political dynamics of the era in which the films
were produced. Schaberg uses the conventions of Hollywood, and the
very particularized genre of Jesus bioepics, to illustrate how such stock
interpretations preclude positive portrayals of the figure of Mary

Magdalene. Schaberg's article reflects the salutary effect a feminist read-
ing can have upon traditional biblical stigmatization. Another popular
cinematic genre, that of the Western, is the scaffolding on which Koosed

and Linafelt hang their analysis of Clint Eastwood’s award-winning film

Unforgiven. Looking for biblical tropes within this film suggests interest-

ing possibilities for engagements with the religious and spiritual dynam-
ics of films that are not specifically “biblical” or “religious” in their
setting, plot, or characterization.

On opposite sides of the Atlantic, Cheryl Exum and David Gunn be-

gan cultural studies of the figure of Bathsheba, using both imagistic and

cinematic versions of the Bathsheba and David tradition. Noted for their
close readings of biblical texts, both Exum and Gunn show the efficacy of

reading pictures and other visual images—in order to add to the scholar-
ly tools in their arsenals, a vibrant mixture of theoretical analysis and con-

crete discussions of influential forms of media culture. In his virtuoso

“playing” of his computer, and the lyricism of his software-generated
combination of verbal and visual connections, David Gunn tempts us to
invade the technical realms of media reproduction in order to tame the
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confusion of images that flicker in and out of consciousness. A subtext of
his article raises the ever-growing question: Who owns this image? And

its companion question: What is the original and what is the copy of this
image?

“MOSES, MOSES”

While some filmmakers scripting biblical narratives thought they
had paid attention to questions of historical realism, few felt the burden

of historical accuracy as deeply as Cecil B. DeMille, who suspected that a
historian had a far easier job than a filmmaker. In a book published by the

University of Southern California Press to “describe the endeavors and
contributions of research toward the making of The Ten Commandments,”
the enormity of DeMille’s cinematic project is impressed upon the reader
from the opening paragraph. “To accomplish the vast research work for
the film, 950 books, 984 periodicals, 1,286 clippings, and 2,964 photo-
graphs were studied” (Noerdlinger: iii). DeMille and his associates creat-
ed the book Moses and Egypt to support and validate the facticity of their
film. The argument according to DeMille goes like this: if a historian does
not know something, he can leave it out, avoid it entirely. But a filmmak-
er must know what kind of food Pharaoh ate, what sort of clothes Delilah
wore, and perhaps most difficult of all, how to split that pesky Sea before
Moses and the Israelites could escape from Egypt. As DeMille reflected

on his craft, “We had to set a date for the Exodus...A precise historical pe-
riod had to be established—an actual pharaoh had to sit upon the

throne....An historical void can not be portrayed upon the screen”
(Noerdlinger: 5).
One of the ongoing tensions for a biblicist analyzing a film like The

Ten Commandments is related to DeMille’s understanding that film de-
mands the filling of certain kinds of gaps in the narrative. Lest anyone
think that DeMille is playing the truth/realism game alone, there is the

memory of my Hebrew language professor who praised the film for its

accuracy in depicting proto-Hebrew letters with their proper descenders

inscribed on the stone tablets. Most of us have experienced the disloca-
tion of being simultaneously scholar and consumer. The scholar must oc-

cupy the space between the delight in watching “miracles” unfold on the
screen and the absence of representation that allows miracle to survive as

myth. The articles in this volume explore this dichotomy. As will soon be-

come apparent, regardless of the order in which one reads these articles,
each author is concerned with more than a superficial brew of Pop Cul-

ture Lite. Like most cultural critics, we are engaged with cataloguing the
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power relations and the macropolitics that shape cultural representations
of biblical tropes and narratives.

Part of the fascination of cinematic interpretation for the biblical
scholar is, in my opinion, what it tells us about our own culture as well as
what it tells us about the interpretive process. As Jennifer Glancy notes in
her article on the film Demetrius and the Gladiators, the conception of first-
century slavery has been distorted by the impressions overlaid by eigh-
teenth-century American slavery, and most important, by the fact that
Greco-Roman accounts of slavery have been described by the masters
and not the slaves. “The figure of the male slave in Hollywood,” Glancy
writes, “epitomizes in a predictably ironic way what it means to be a free
man.” The dynamics of such a romanticized slavery, then, can be under-
stood through an analysis of the heated screen chemistry of slave/gladi-
ator Victor Mature and his saucy “mistress” Susan Hayward.

The transformation of biblical miracle into Hollywood spectacular
is certainly of more theoretical interest for scholars than the success of the
cinematic tour de force. A concern with film and its relation to narrative
time and space is just beginning to entice biblical scholars, although such
questions have gripped scholars from other disciplines since the earliest
days of silent films. Walter Benjamin understood well the paradox of the

disappearance of history and its corollary effect, a life in the perpetual
present. In his work “On the Concept of History,” Benjamin argued that

The past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant
when it can be recognized and is never seen again.... For every image of the

past that is not recognized by the present as one of its own concerns threat-
ens to disappear irretrievably.

For the historical critic, there is the concern with the reconstruction
of the biblical or Greco-Roman world in our own time. If the question of
the portrayal of time marks the concern of the historian, there is in the
study of film a paradoxical history. While one can be convinced of the
materiality of the biblical world through the visual clues of antiquity,
stimulated by the costumers and set designers who labored for Mr.
DeMille, the spectator is simultaneously transported into a world of time-
lessness produced by the “confusion” of contemporary film stars playing
mythical biblical figures. In a statement about television and film, as “ef-

fective means...of reprogramming popular memory,” Michel Foucault
wrote,

People are shown not what they were but what they must remember having
been...Since memory is a very important factor in struggle...if one controls
people’s memory, one controls their dynamism. (92)
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The question of time and representation of historical events thickens
when one considers modern or recent events, which are either enhanced
or distorted by their visual compilation in film. If historiography is con-
cerned with presenting the effect of facticity, then film and other visual
media are examples of the widening of media that present versions of
“what happened.” Anton Kaes has indicated this historiographic concern

in the conclusion to his recent study of postwar West German filmmak-
ing, From Hitler to Heimat: The Return of History as Film.

A memory preserved in filmed images does not vanish, but the sheer mass
of historical images transmitted by today’s media weakens the link between
public memory and personal experience. The past is in danger of becoming
a rapidly expanding collection of images, easily retrievable but isolated
from time and space available in an eternal present by pushing a button on
the remote control. History thus returns forever—as film. (198)

Thus, a film that deals with the Holocaust has a sense of familiarity based
on the spectator’'s previous experience of Holocaust films. The accuracy
of the film seems heightened if there is actual footage of death-camp sur-
vivors intercut with the fictive elements of the film. Of course it would be
a rare spectator who could detect genuine footage from technologically
“flickered” footage shot ten days ago. As the past is dissolved as a real

referent and is reconstituted by the cinematic images that displace it, it is
the “look” formed by the expanding collection of images that convinces
us that we are watching something real.

As a young boy, filmmaker Martin Scorsese had just such an intense
experience.

I'd always wanted to make a film of the life of Christ, ever since I first saw
Him portrayed on the screen in The Robe when I was eleven years old. I was
an altar boy, and I was taken by our diocesan priest on a little field trip up
to the Roxy. He hated the film for its absurdity, but I'll never forget the mag-
ic of walking down the lobby and getting a glimpse of that gigantic Cine-
maScope screen for the first time. And when I heard the music in
stereophonic sound, it became confused in my mind with the Gregorian
Chant for the Mass for the Dead, at which I used to serve every Saturday
morning at 10:30. (117)

While Scorsese saw the power of the medium to bring “realism” to a boy
embued in the mystery of the Church, many of us share the viewpoint of
the priest, who hated the film for its absurdity. Bound by the theological
viewpoint in which he had been trained, the priest was perhaps irritated
by the presence of characters not found in the Gospel accounts. Suspi-
cious of those scholars who might get down with folks by writing about
popular films such as The Ten Commandments or those scholars who ana-
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lyze Barbara Hershey’s performance as the Magdalene instead of a textu-
al gap about the Magdalene, some contemporary scholars, like Scorsese’s
priest, find film and cultural theories applied to biblical literature as
ephemeral and surprising as unearthing a collection of writings and ink
sketches revealing hair styling tips and method of ab crunches from the
Madonna.

The question of factuality, of “the truth,” of ancient biblical stories
being portrayed on film is a question that concerns a wider group than
filmmakers. The profitability of things biblical connected to the visual
storytelling abilities of the popular cinematic media has resulted in an ex-
plosion of media, on CD-ROM, on cable TV, dealing with biblical and re-
ligious subjects. As the VCR has become a common household appliance,
and as both cable TV producers and WEBmasters acquire and exhibit his-
torical archives, still photographs and documentary films, as well as Hol-
lywood productions, our visual and cinematic past is accessible in ever
more direct ways. Over the past two years the TNT Bible series has pre-
sented cinematic miniseries versions of the stories of the biblical patri-
archs: Abraham with Richard Harris and Barbara Hershey; Jacob, with
Matthew Modine and Lara Flynn Boyle; and the Emmy-winning Joseph,
with Paul Mecurio, Martin Landau, and Ben Kingsley. According to
Turner Productions, their goal is to get the entire sweep of the Bible on
video by the Millenium. One quite tempting article, in my view, would
be to compare Ben Kingsley’s mystic Gandhi (1982) with his bewigged,
somewhat twitchy Moses.

Since Ilana Pardes has presented an analysis of DeMille’s The Ten
Commandments within the context of the Fifties, I shall present as a con-
trast a quick overview of the 1996 made-for-TV Turner spectacular,
Moses. While DeMille’s The Ten Commandments is romantic, lavish, and
colorful, Moses is more subdued. Many scenes have a soft, yellow-tinted
glow, as if that long-ago world were in a perpetual twilight. Moses was
filmed on location in Morocco, as were the other Turner biblical series
and Scorsese’s Last Temptation of Christ. “There have been a lot of films
shot there,” Moses producer Gerald Rafshoon says. “ There are some won-
derful, natural settings...There are villages that are 4,000 years old and ha-
ven't changed.” (George Stevens’s stand-in for Israel in the Fifties is the
American Southwest, with the Grand Canyon as a backdrop.)

Kingsley, who in 1995 had played the Egyptian Potiphar in TNT’s
Joseph miniseries, was one of the few actors not intimidated by the pros-
pect of following Charlton Heston as Moses. “That’s ridiculous. When I
played Hamlet, everyone said, “That’s Larry’s (Laurence Olivier’s) part.’
But I created an alternative Hamlet.” And play Moses he did. Even Mr.




BACH: INTRODUCTION 7

Kingsley’s voice changes drastically from one stage to another. The most
memorable scene is the one that begins with Kingsley pushing a stolid
Moses into an escalating tug of war with Pharaoh, played by a wide-eyed,
bemused Frank Langella. My favorite special effect occurs during this
scene, when the Nile turns to red-red blood and the wooden staffs morph
into hissing black cobras. Another scene that reflects the difference be-
tween the pageantry of the DeMille Moses and the attempted naturalism
of the contemporary version is the one in which Moses comes upon the
burning bush. The crackling vegetation announces from an echo cham-
ber, “I am the God of your fathers.” Kingsley wonders if “maybe I was
dreaming or I was mad from the sun.” The cinematic technique, as well
as the characterization of the biblical characters in these two films, made
in the USA forty years apart, illustrates the present approach to historical
consciousness, called by Hayden White “willing backward.”

Willing backward occurs when we rearrange accounts of events in the past
that have been emplotted in a given way, in order to endow them with a dif-
ferent meaning or to draw from the new emplotment reasons for acting dif-
ferently in the future from the ways we have become accustomed to acting
in our present. (150)

The Bible as interpreted through popular culture, both TV and mul-
timedia based, seems to connect the idea of transforming narrative into
film with the belief that this linkage between past and present opens up
possibilities for engendering a historical consciousness. Look for a mo-
ment at one of the most important examples of the feedback loops of will-
ing backward: the evangelical Christian broadcast networks. Disguising
a strong theological agenda behind the use of lavish classic paintings,
long panning shots across medieval illuminated manuscripts, and state-
of-the-art animation, these Christian producers claim to retell the biblical
history and narratives as they “really happened.” The productions of
these networks have not been studied in detail, as examples of media cul-
ture of the Bible in their sociopolitical, economic, and theological context,
to see how the internal constituents of these multimedia texts encode re-
lations of power and domination, serving to advance the interests of
evangelical Christians at the expense of other believers.

One of the most pungent concerns is related to their technique of
crosscutting and montage in their presentation of biblical narratives. Tak-
ing full advantage of the narratological conventions of cinema (closure,
mimesis, realism) disguised in modern technological attire, the agenda of
orthodoxy that wants to reinforce the veracity of the Bible is augmented.
If the modern viewer can watch the Bible on TV, can be assured that the
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biblical figures are as real and vibrant as soap-opera dynasties, then the
passion for biblical narrative remains alive. The desire for one’s own reli-
gious tradition becomes a viable part of everyday life. If the wily secular
humanists want to devalue the truths of the Bible, the vulnerability of the
ancient world to the microscope of skepticism can be bolstered. When
one “reads” the cinematic Bible, it's not to reach the end of the story, but
to keep the story going. In order to understand the function of the new
media biblical religion, one needs to analyze the role of the reader within
everyday culture. Rather than inhabiting the world of indeterminacy, in
which no one is in control, the cultural world of evangelical TV encour-
ages the viewer to live in a world in which God in the person of the tele-
vangelist is in charge and transmitted into your home as kindly pink-
cheeked Mother Angelica or earnest but worldly-wise Pat Robertson.
Print publishers are getting into the media game as well. Zondervan
Publishing House, the evangelical giant of Bible publishing, went inter-
active with a new CD-ROM Bible for kids. Click on the cartoon of Mary
riding into Bethlehem and watch a yellow “Baby on Board” sign pop onto
the side of her donkey. The San Francisco Chronicle reports that Zonder-
van Bible sales climbed from $29 million in 1991 to $54 million in 1995.
“Zondervan has specialty “niche” Bibles for kids, teens, men, women,
couples, seniors, and people struggling with drug and alcohol abuse. It
has Bibles with vinyl covers, velvet covers, canvas covers, quilted covers,
and needlepoint floral covers.” It has also gotten into the digital world of
electronic publishing. Its new interactive storybook for children, the
“Read With Me Bible,” features eighty Bible scenes with music and some
surprisingly irreverent animation. If you click on Eve in the Garden of
Eden, for example, she offers a plate of barbecue and asks, “Ribs, any-
one?” For those who are interested in material culture, three other recent-
ly produced Bible-based games have sold more than one million “pieces”
in the Game Boy format: “Noah’s Ark,” “Save Baby Moses,” and “David
and Goliath.” A major bestseller is no less vulgar, no less popular: Charl-
ton Heston's Voyage Through the Bible teatures Charlton Heston as a guide
through the Holy Land via full-motion video theatrical performances, in-
cluding walking tours of ancient sites like the veritable “Fertile Crescent.”
Mr. Heston also performs dramatic orations of great Old Testament sto-
ries including the Creation, the Garden of Eden, Cain and Abel, and the
Exodus. Genuine artwork from ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia flashes
before the viewer while Heston talks us through the stony, dusty desert
world. The CD-ROM also features “an interactive tour of the Ramesseum,

the largest Egyptian temple built by Ramses II during the Exodus era, via
stunning 3-D animation.” Media analysis of these contemporary biblical




BACH: INTRODUCTION 9

artifacts certainly will provide answers to Jane Schaberg's proposed
question about the influence and control (hidden or overt) exerted by ec-
clesiastical powers and their funding sources.

“BRING ON THE DANCING GIRLS..."”

“Bring on the dancing girls” is a command that opens up the possi-
bility of spectacle and demonstrates what analysis of the genre of sword-
and-sandal film can add to narrative description and feminist interpreta-
tion. Pursuing a feminist corrective to previously gender-blind work, the
contributors to this volume present varied analyses of cinematic specta-
torship, as well as an analysis of the impact of gender and subjectivity of
such an interminably recycled, ever-accessible past. The cliché “Bring on
the dancing girls” marks the sort of stock phrase that heralds the major
focus of feminist film theory, the cinematic representation of the female
body and voice. If there is any unifying thread in this collection, it is each
writer’s desire to consider the context for these biblical representations,
to emphasize the effects of cinematic spectatorship of the psychic and so-
cial construction of gender in the context of the everyday world, popular
culture.

One area that needs exploring is class. In spite of the ethnic “clash”
between the Israelites and the erudite Romans, shown through the well-
modulated tones of the British-cast centurions and praetors, most Holly-
wood sword-and-sandal films portray all characters as European-Amer-
ican. Class is delineated in terms of power and powerlessness, master and
slave, citizen and barbarian. The question of Israelite or Christian, in con-
trast to the politically and economically powerful Roman, presents a
problem, since the film is produced for the Christian consumer. Roman
monarchists are not a group represented sympathetically by Hollywood
producers. In the 1959 King Vidor version of Solomon and Sheba, the title
roles were played by Yul Brenner and Gina Lolabrigida, two Hollywood
stars (albeit European) whose screen personae transcend nationality or
class. The Showtime version of the story, produced in 1994, cast Jimmy
Smits and Halle Berry in these roles. Presenting people of color in these
leading roles is not the only notable difference in the two versions. Al-
most fifty years after the first version, Berry plays a strong-minded, inde-
pendent queen of Sheba, instead of an Italian courtesan flirt, and Smits
gives us a somewhat hesitant, sensitive Solomon. “Sensitive male” is not
an appellation that describes the work of the actor Yul Brenner, whether
he is playing a Hebrew monarch or an Egyptian pharaoh. Both character-
izations reflect the cultural values of the times.
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Using a cultural studies approach to deal with the representations
of people of color in American film, the article by Judith Weisenfeld is di-
rectly concerned with the portrayal of African-Americans within Holly-
wood films. Weisenfeld examines the ways in which social and political
discourses represent specific positions of race within U.S. society.
Weisenfeld’s analysis shows that while some elements of white films ar-
ticulate reactionary forms of racism—"nurturing mammies, contented
slaves, bowing uncles, dancing children, and lazy and corrupt black lead-
ers”’—media cultural analysis is a contest of representations of race that
reproduce existing social struggles and political discourses of a particular
era. “Wherever the Negro face appears,” reflects James Baldwin, “there is
confusion, there is danger. Wherever the Negro face appears, a tension is
created, the tension of a silence filled with things unutterable.” As Weis-
enfeld argues, the framing of blackness, even in contemporary films, has
not taken place outside the context of the white-controlled film industry.

[f the construction of the black as maid or servant or other marginal
figure in a white world leads to stereotyping, at the other end of Holly-
wood stereotypes is the Marlboro man, that is, the cowboy, the sheriff,
and the freelance lawman of the American West (only white men filled
these roles according to Hollywood although not according to social his-
tory of the American West). As anyone who has seen a Marlboro ad
knows, the cowboy figure is a “real man,” the conjunction of masculinity,
power, and nature. Emphasizing this world without women constructed
in the classic Western, Koosed and Linafelt, in their article “How the West
Was One: Delilah Deconstructs the Western,” focus on the naming of the
character Delilah in the film and from there to allusions to tropic similar-
ities they have found within the Deuteronomistic History. Clearly this is
a reading that would be generated only by biblicists!

The connection between a resistant or feminist spectator and the tra-
ditional interpretation of a major female wicked character is of interest to
David Gunn and to Cheryl Exum in their separate considerations of the
figure of Bathsheba, in my own analysis of the figure of Salomé, and in
Jane Schaberg’s responses to Mary Magdalene on film. Let us focus for a
moment upon the character of Mary Magdalene, who while not quite a
dancing girl, certainly has the potential to deliver exaggerated sexual ex-
citement. The character of the Magdalene is described by Barbara Her-
shey, one of the strongest and most memorable of her interpreters, as “a
whore and a victim, a complete primal animal, and then [she’s] reborn,
virginal and sisterlike.” (See Schaberg's article, “Fast Forwarding to the
Magdalene,” p. 35.) Barbara Hershey’s performance in The Last Tempta-
tion of Christ (1988) helps the spectator to see what a difference a sensual
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woman (and a generation of filmmakers) makes to the understanding of
the sexual tension between Jesus and this complex woman. As Schaberg
sees it, a sensual Magdalene helps to “drain all power from the all-male
scenes that follow” (p. 42). Instead of the pious, pinup version of Jesus
Christ as glory-of-God interpretation found in the earlier King of Kings
(1961) and The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965), Scorsese’s film has empha-
sized Jesus’ humanity through his love of Mary Magdalene, rather than
“His glow-in-the-dark quality.” By casting a movie-star like Jeffrey Hunt-
er or Max von Sydow as Jesus, and intentionally making the actor resem-
ble the Jesus familiar from traditional visual images, the Sixties bioepics
guaranteed a stereotypic interpretation, entertaining an unchallenged
spectator. Scorsese understood that casting Willem Dafoe would give his
interpretation greater depth since the spectator would not be blinded by
the star quality of the actor. While the earlier films are clearly not inter-
ested in personalities, “no individual characterization of the disciples nor
any concern for Christ as a person” (Elley: 47), Scorsese, a director for
whom character is foremost, describes the earlier Greatest Story.

Stevens’ film had an antiseptic quality about it, a hermetically sealed holi-
ness that didn’t teach us anything new about Jesus. Of course, there’s a
whole school of thought which argues that Jesus isn’t to be identified with,
that He is above sin. But in 1965 [the year the film was released], with Viet-
nam, the United States went into a whole different consciousness and the
message needed to be made alive and accessible. (Scorsese: 133)

In contrast to these earlier pageant-epic stories, as heavily stylized
as classic paintings, Scorsese emphasizes Jesus as a man trying to under-
stand his unique role. Part of that role had to do with the “problem” of
Jesus’ sexuality. Scorsese worried that constructing Mary as a temptress
was too obvious. “And the fact that she became a whore specifically be-
cause He rejected her [in the Kazantzakis novel] is almost as bad as the
Hitchcock movie I Confess (1953), where Montgomery Clift becomes a
priest basically because he was jilted by Anne Baxter” (Scorsese: 143).
Hershey worked on her character from the outside in (see p. 36) to estab-
lish Mary as a woman who felt both pleasure and pain, who would be un-
derstandable to a feminist or skeptical spectator, not merely one eager to
see traditional interpretations and stock characters reproduced on the
screen. Her recollection of filming the scene in the brothel speaks to her
involvement in the process of characterization.

I had to be in the throes of making love in front of these people with Willem
[Dafoe] watching, and the skeleton crew—we had closed the set. It was very
difficult. And Magdalene was supposed to be fantastic to warrant the fact
that men would come from throughout the world to see her. Finally we
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were done with the first man and he left. Then the second man came, and
he was horrible. He started mauling me, and Mary screamed, “Stop! Stop!
Stop!” I turned to Marty and I saw horror and panic in his eyes.... I turned
to him and I said, “Do you want me to express this on film?” And he said,
“Absolutely.” He rolled the camera and I expressed what it felt like to have
this man molesting me and I was in profound pain. (Scorsese: 226)

Similarly, Scorsese worked to add nuance to the character of Judas,
played by Harvey Keitel, because a figure who would betray his friend
either for money or for political reasons seemed simplistic. Keitel recalls
his and Scorsese’s collaboration on refining the characterization of Judas.

[Judas was ] a man who was outraged at the injustices of his time—the eco-
nomic inequality, the oppression of religious freedom, the rape of his peo-
ple, and a man’s spirit rebelling against that, willing to give his life for it.
Marty and I spent hours and hours and days and days discussing religion,
discussing theology. These weren’t just discussions about what the dia-
logue would be, or the historical Judas; there were discussions about things
we believed—things we didn’t know, but felt. Our blood went into it. We
felt we had to make a total commitment, because that's what people had

given before us, thousands of years ago, up until the present time—their
blood for these beliefs. (Kelley: 213)

Scorsese’s studied responses to the major characters of the Jesus nar-
ratives, as he understood them and as he wanted to film them, reflects

how close the filmmaker’s vision is to the theologian’s. Both attempt to
get closer to Jesus through an intensive concentration upon every aspect
of the narrative. How different from the films of DeMille, the Hollywood

interpreters, who responded when asked why he made biblical films,
“Where else would I get 2,000 years of pre-production publicity?”
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FIGURE 1. “Moses Goes Down to Hollywood...”




MOSES GOES DOWN TO HOLLYWOOD:
MIRACLES AND SPECIAL EFFECTS*

Ilana Pardes

Hebrew Untversity

ABSTRACT

In keeping with current reconsiderations of popular culture, this article shows
that Hollywood is central to our understanding of the Bible and of biblical ex-

egesis. Hollywood's various presentations of biblical doxa merit serious
study. Popular exegesis in modern consumer culture is undoubtedly different
from those of the early modern period, but this does not mean that spectators
are helpless victims or manipulated consumers. In this analysis of Cecil B.
DeMille’s The Ten Commandments (1956), I trace the desires, hopes, and beliefs

of the audience as reflected in the film.

[ begin with an image. It is a photograph taken by J. R. Eyerman of
a drive-in theater in Salt Lake City that shows a dark metallic sea of big
American cars—it’s the Fifties—facing a huge screen where a white-
bearded Moses in a red robe, surrounded by semi-lit blue clouds, stretch-
es out his arms, holding a long rod in his right hand. It is a moment before
the parting of the Red Sea in Cecil B. deMille’s famous film The Ten Com-
mandments, and the young and majestic Moses is Charlton Heston in his
first leading role in a Hollywood historical epic.

With its humorous juxtaposition of Holy Moses and a drive-in the-
ater, this photo reminds us that the circulation of the Bible in the twenti-
eth century poses an intriguing challenge to the demarcation between
canonical and popular, holy and profane. Scripture is not only circulated
in traditional sites of worship such as churches, synagogues, or domestic
gatherings. It also proves a rich source for Hollywood plots and as such
is viewed in theaters by millions all over the world. The Ten Command-
ments alone was seen by 98,500,000 by 1959 (three years after its release)
and by many more since.

*1am greatly indebted to Robert Alter, Arner Ben-Amos, Alon Confino, Ruth Ne-
vo, Adi Ofir, and Michael Rogin for their insightful comments and suggestions.
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Hollywood has surely brought about the most drastic change in the
circulation of the Bible since the invention of print in the 15th century.’
The American film industry turned Holy Writ into a book to be seen,
available to all, literate as well as illiterate, for the reasonable price of a
ticket. It offered a reconstruction of the biblical past that was unprece-
dented in its mode of realism and power to make-believe. And yet Holly-
wood’s biblical films have received little scholarly attention. Despised for
their bad taste, simplistic interpretations, and extravagance, they have
rarely been considered as a topic worthy of investigation by biblical
scholars.

In keeping with current reconsiderations of popular culture, I will
show that Hollywood is central to our understanding of the Bible and of
biblical exegesis. If Scripture has acquired compelling force in Western
culture, it is precisely because it forms part of a variety of cultural prac-
tices, ranging from religious rituals to scholarly, political, and popular
modes of reception, all inextricably connected.

The study of Bible reception must thus entail a consideration of dif-
ferent cultural practices without falling into the trap of rigid definitions
of high and low culture. The Bible itself challenges such hierarchies. It is
the most canonical of all books and a best-seller of all times, a heteroglot
text that gives expression both to official accounts and popular voices.
From the inception of biblical scholarship in nineteenth-century Germa-
ny, the question of the Bible and folklore has been a central one. Hermann
Gunkel’s groundbreaking work, The Folktale in the Old Testament, first
published in 1917, is an important landmark in this connection. Relying
on German folktale scholarship, Gunkel sets out to trace folkloric ele-
ments within the Bible. He foregrounds stories that embody well-known
folktale motifs—tales about giants, about younger brothers, tales of mag-
ic—and sees them as a window to the understanding of Israelite popular
religion, as distinct from the orthodox and official faith of Israel (17).
Gunkel is somewhat apologetic in his approach to folklore. He assures his
readers that the Bible “tolerated the folktale as such at almost no point”
(33). He fails to see what Mikhail Bakhtin reveals in his wonderful read-
ing of Rabelais: the unyielding and revolutionary power of popular tra-
ditions, their capacity to resist official censorship.

The reception of the Bible repeats the composite character of its com-
position. The Bible has the curious capacity of appealing to diverse inter-
pretive communities of different classes and social backgrounds. It has

' For an insightful analysis of the impact of print on the circulation of the Bible
see Newman.
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never been solely the book of elite groups. Religious institutions from
time immemorial have striven to maintain a monopoly on biblical exege-
sis, but the people—whether peasants, craftsmen, or slaves—have always
held fast to their interpretive rights.

Historical research has recently put forth fascinating findings con-
cerning the clash between popular and canonical exegesis in the early
modern period. Natalie Zemon Davis offers an insightful analysis of the
religious debate over the vernacular Bible in sixteenth-century France.
Underlining the anxieties of the learned in response to the sudden avail-
ability of biblical texts to large numbers of “ill-educated city people” (82),
she quotes an exchange between a doctor of theology and a craftsman.
“Do you think it’s up to you to read the Bible,” asked the Inquisitor in a
Lyon prison in 1552, “since you're just an artisan and without knowl-
edge?” “God taught me by His Holy Spirit,” said the craftsman. “It be-
longs to all Christians to learn the way of salvation.” The debate between
the great Jesuit Emond Auger and a young Protestant pastor is another
case in point. “God does not want to declare his secrets to a bunch of menu
peuple,” said the former. “Intoxicated by I know not what phrases from
the Apostles, badly quoted and even worse understood, they start to
abuse the Mass and make up questions.” The pastor answered that “the
pope and his doctors of theology forbid the Bible to everyone but them-
selves, because they know that once their lives and doctrine are examined
by the Word of God, they will have to give money to the poor and work
with their hands” (82).

Carlo Ginzberg proceeds in a similar vein in The Cheese and the
Worms, where he offers a case study of a sixteenth-century Italian miller
named Menocchio, who was detained by the Inquisition for his heretical
interpretations. Menocchio ventured to fashion a cosmogony of his own,
according to which “all was chaos” at first, “that is, earth, air, water and
fire mixed together, and out of that bulk a mass formed—just as cheese is
made out of milk—and worms appeared in it, and these were an-
gels...and among that number of angels, there was also God” (5-6).
Menocchio could not resist the temptation to reinterpret Scripture, for, as
he explains to the Inquisitor: “My mind was lofty and wished for a new
world and way of life, because the Church did not act properly, and be-
cause there should not be so much pomp” (13). What makes The Cheese
and the Worms so fascinating is its insistence on taking Menocchio’s exe-
gesis seriously. Ginzberg painstakingly uncovers the sources of the mill-
er's worldview, highlighting the fluidity between high and low, for
Menocchio was equally influenced by the canonical literature of the time
and by oral culture, primarily peasant beliefs of a utopian bent.
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Let me suggest that Hollywood's interpretations of the Bible merit
serious study. Popular exegesis in modern consumer culture undoubted-
ly differs from that of the early modern period. Modernity relegated arti-
sanship to the margins both in culture and material commodities.
Hollywood films are products of the film industry and do not emanate di-
rectly from the community. But this does not mean that the viewers need
to be construed as helpless victims of manipulation or passive consum-
ers. "My consumers, are they not my producers?” asked James Joyce.
Lawrence Levine uses Joyce’s provocative question to reinforce his claim
that “the folklore of industrial society” is not indifferent to or detached
from its audiences. “It is important to remember,” Levine writes, “that
not all mass culture was popular. Many mass-produced books went un-
read, many films unseen, many radio programs unheard by substantial
numbers of people...The significance of this is clear: choices were being
made; in every popular genre, audiences distinguished between what
they found meaningful, appealing, and functional and what they did
not” (1373). Hollywood films may not be a clear-cut representative of the

common voice, but the most popular products of the industry seem to ad-
dress the desires, hopes, and beliefs of the audience.

THE CHOSEN MEDIUM

[ will focus on Cecil B. DeMille’s second production of The Ten Com-
mandments, one of the most successful Hollywood adaptations of a bibli-
cal topic. DeMille initially set out to tackle the topic of the Exodus in 1923
when he made the silent version of The Ten Commandments. In 1956, to-
ward the end of his career, he was determined to try his hand at it once

again, only this time the movie was a “talky.” °

DeMille is exemplary in his concern about the attitudes of the audi-
ence. In his autobiography, he recalls the decision to preview The Ten
Commandments in Salt Lake City. “I always preview my pictures away
from Hollywood,” he writes, “because it is almost impossible to get a typ-
ical audience reaction so close to the center of the motion picture indus-

* One needs to bear in mind that such problems in defining popular voices are
not foreign to historians of the early modern period, who often need to recover “the
voices of the historically inarticulate” from sermons or judicial records (see Davis,
1992:1413). Ginzberg’s The Cheese and the Worms and Davis’s The Return of Martin
Guerre are but two prominent examples.

* For more on the making of the two versions of The Ten Commandments see
DeMille’s autobiography (1959: 411-37).
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try: Hollywood people react as professionals or would-be professionals
rather than just people, and I make my pictures for people” (433).*

Indeed, the very resolution to remake The Ten Commandments is ren-
dered as a response to public demand. “For more than twenty years
...people had been writing to me from all over the world, urging that I
make The Ten Commandments again.” Their request became all the more
urgent, claims DeMille, in the face of the “experience of totalitarianism,”
whether fascist or communist (411).

Although the Bible has lost something of its religious aura in the
twentieth century, it remains an emblem of a most cherished cultural her-
itage, especially in the context of America. In the Cold War rhetoric of the
fifties, as Alan Nadel puts it, “ America became a nation “under God,’ thus
distinguishing itself from the totalitarian atheist bloc of communist-dom-
inated countries” (416).” The Bible, accordingly, was defined as the Book
of Freedom and Democracy. In the publicity material for the film, one
finds a drawing of Charlton Heston standing beneath the Liberty Bell,
holding it high. The note below explains that the biblical verse on the Lib-
erty Bell, the divine mandate “to proclaim liberty throughout the land,
unto all the inhabitants” (Lev 25:10), is taken from the writings of the
prophet Moses. What Heston with the Liberty Bell adds to Puritan typol-

! Elsewhere in his autobiography, DeMille defines his profession as “making mo-

m W

tion pictures for popular entertainment.” “To be sure,” he claims, “there is a place for
the specialized little theater, the experimental film, educational radio, documentary
television” but such art is not meant for the public at large. “To produce films for
one’s pleasure or for the admiration of a small, like-minded coterie is an honorable oc-
cupation, as long as the producer is not using up other people’s money under false
pretenses. To produce films for the entertainment of the people is no less honorable”
(213). It is noteworthy that his decision to preview the film in Salt Lake City is also
motivated by his attempt to reach a religious audience in addition to the regular mo-
tion picture audience. “If the deeply religious, serious-minded Latter-day Saints of
Salt Lake City approved of The Ten Commandments,” writes DeMille, “so would mil-
lions of others, of other faiths, throughout the world” (433). On other occasions,
DeMille sought the response of religious leaders of all sorts in his fashioning of an
American melting pot (435 and Citizen News “Cardinal, Rabbis, Ministers in Praise of
‘Ten Commandments,”” Oct. 22, 1956).

> For more on The Ten Commandments in the context of the Cold War, see Edward
Said. See also Michael Rogin’s cogent analysis of Hollywood in this period. Note that
DeMille went so far as to omit the word “red” from the dialogue on the shore of the
Red Sea. He claims that he chose to do so because “the expanse of water was so beau-
tifully and deeply blue that the audience might have laughed at hearing it called red!”
(427). The political implications of this move in the Fifties red-baiting period are rath-
er conspicuous.
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ogy is the notion that America has now mastered the best strategy of
“proclaiming liberty throughout the land”: motion pictures.

DeMille was aware of the great potential of the medium in dissemi-
nating the Word. In an address on the occasion of receiving the Milestone
Award on January 22, 1956, he read from a letter he had received from the
Prime Minister of Pakistan while shooting The Ten Commandments in
Egypt: “God has given you a most powerful medium for the projection of
thoughts and ideas and I sincerely hope that you will undertake with
missionary zeal the task of producing films which will have a definite ob-
jective in view...so as to safeguard our free and democratic way of life”
(Essoe and Lee: 15).

This is precisely DeMille’s own view of his calling, though he per-
ceives himself at times not simply as a missionary of God, but as even
closer to the Almighty’s position. In the souvenir book that accompanied
the film, he does not hesitate to regard The Ten Commandments as a tool
God needs to employ for the salvation of the world. One can hardly
blame DeMille for his hubris. With its tremendous budget ($13,282,712),
huge sets, casts of thousands, glamorous costumes, and famous stars, The
Ten Commandments does seem, much like the Tower of Babel, to approach
divine proportions. “It makes you realize,” James Thurber is alleged
to have said of the film, “what God could have done if he’d had the
money.”*

The remaking of The Ten Commandments was in many ways a second
Exodus. DeMille insisted on having it filmed in Egypt, at the “original”
site, “so that the hundreds of millions who will see “The Ten Command-
ments’ [could] make a pilgrimage over the very ground that Moses
walked.” He sought to resurrect the past for his audience as it “really
was” and was moved most by letters from admirers who claimed that the
picture “made God real to them” (435). The film was meant to provide a
window to biblical events. It offered a vivid portrayal of famous episodes
such as the morning of the Exodus against huge images of Egyptian land-
scapes. Curiously enough, DeMille spent enormous sums on construct-
ing sets of pyramids for the film (although he had a hard time getting his
budgetary requests approved). To journalists who teased him for not be-
ing satisfied with the real ancient ones, he wittily replied that the pyra-
mids he had built were “white and unweathered, as the real pyramids
were in Moses’s time” (427). Filming the “original” pyramids at the “orig-
inal site” required, ironically, a sophisticated apparatus of simulation.
DeMille’s quest for origins has its absurd moments, but it also reveals a

® Quoted in Fraser (xii).
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mind that is determined to explore the past and ventures to imagine at all
cost.

DEMILLE’'S MOSAIC

DeMille’s interpretive strategies require close examination. In the
film’s prologue, he draws the posh curtains of a movie theater and ap-
pears on stage to address the audience in person. Admitting that this
move “may be seen as an unusual procedure,” he claims that it is justified
because he is dealing with “an unusual subject: the story of the birth of
freedom.” From the outset, he attempts to create a special atmosphere, af-
firming that topics such as the Bible and Freedom require unique treat-
ment, given their significance in the real world. If other films ignore the
real world, the projected curtain suggests that The Ten Commandments of-
fers its true image (see Nadel: 416).

To emphasize the seriousness of the project, DeMille goes on to de-
pict the meticulous reconstruction of Moses’ life that the making of the
film involved. The gap in the Bible regarding Moses’ deeds from his birth
until he is thirty years old, DeMille assures us, is filled in accordance with
the writings of the renowned ancient historians Philo and Josephus.
These are but two of his sources. The souvenir book provides an exten-
sive list of sources used in every scene. In addition to Philo and Josephus
we find references to the Midrash, The Legends of the Jews by Ginzberg, the
New Testament, popular American historical novels such as Prince of
Egypt by Dorothy Clarke Wilson, and the findings of archaeologists, in
particular James Bearsted. Even the decision to date the Exodus during

the rule of Ramses II in the thirteenth century BCE is in keeping with
scholarly consensus.

Although The Ten Commandments has often been ridiculed, like other
historical epics, for getting history wrong, it is striking to see how eager
DeMille was to get the story straight.” He employed various scholars
(mostly from the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago) whose
names are listed in the acknowledgements. A book was published by the
University of Southern California Press on the history of Egypt as a result
of the work Henry Noerdlinger had done for DeMille. Academic research
on the Bible isn’t as detached from Hollywood as is often assumed. The
various modes of biblical reception intersect in unexpected ways.

I’'m not suggesting that DeMille’s reliance on academic consultants
or on historians of the ancient world makes his history “truer”—historio-

” For an insightful discussion on historical epics, see Sobchack.
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graphical renditions of the past are themselves narratives (as Hayden
White and others have taught us)—rather, I'd like to accentuate DeMille’s
efforts to provide his audience with the most accurate version of all. And
what makes it all the more urgent for him to attain such accuracy is the
fact that in this case sacred history is at stake. “We're not here to create a
story,” he tells us in the prologue, “but rather to be worthy of a divinely
inspired story created 3,000 years ago.”

DeMille strives to present the original story, but—like any other in-
terpreter—ends up creating his own story. Even more fascinating, he du-
plicates the very process by which the Bible itself is thought to have been
created. To begin with, the writing of the script for The Ten Commandments
was a collective project. A team of four worked under DeMille’s guidance
for three years. If indeed the composition and editing of the various bib-
lical strands was a product of collective work, as biblical scholarship ar-
gues, Hollywood can teach us something about how it may have been
done. What is more, DeMille’s script writers, much like the biblical writ-
ers and redactors, shaped their text by combining a number of earlier tra-
ditions (and I regard the scholarly sources on which they rely as one such
tradition). What we get here is “composite artistry,” to use Robert Alter’s
term for the artful montage of antecedent literary materials by the redac-
tors of the Bible (140). Hollywood’s composite artistry, though, is far
more homogenous: no seams or contradictions expose the tension be-
tween the selected sources.

Interestingly, this patchwork includes visual traditions as well.
DeMille’s art designers consulted the Masters’ interpretations of the topic

in creating the various sets; and even the casting of Charlton Heston as

Moses was determined, in part, by previous artistic traditions. Apparent-
ly, it was Heston’s resemblance to Michelangelo’s Moses that got him the

role. “If it's good enough for Michelangelo,” said DeMille, “it's good
enough for me” (Essoe and Lee: 215, 262).

DeMille’s filling of the gap in the biblical text concerning Moses’ life
at Pharaoh’s court (to which he calls our attention in the prologue) forms
a significant portion of The Ten Commandments. Relying on Josephus, Phi-
lo, and the Midrash, he assumes that Moses’ adoption by Pharaoh’s

daughter (whom DeMille calls Bithiah after the Midrashic tradition)
granted him the position of a prince at Pharaoh’s court. What kind of

prince was he? That Moses was exceptionally good-looking is not merely
DeMille’s invention. Hollywood is not alone in its need for handsome he-

roes. All of the above mentioned ancient sources emphasize Moses” good

looks, although the Bible, in a typical stylistic move, gives us no informa-
tion about his appearance.
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Josephus allows DeMille to turn the handsome prince into a brilliant
general who succeeds in conquering Ethiopia, the archaeologist James
Breasted provides him with Ramses as the rival prince, the New Testa-
ment with a characterization of Moses “learned in all the wisdom of the
Egyptians,” a man “mighty in words and deeds” (Acts 7:22), and Philo,
whose Life of Moses seems to have influenced DeMille the most, offers a
poignant portrayal of Moses as a man of Spirit, capable of resisting the
various temptations of the Egyptian court.

How does DeMille combine these sources? Charlton Heston’s en-
trance is most impressive. He appears on a chariot, standing upright with
a scepter in his hand, surrounded by a cheering Egyptian crowd. He is
greeted on his victorious return from the battle against Ethiopia with
cries of joy: “Moses, Moses.” The camera then shifts to the palace balcony
where Nefertiri (Anne Baxter), the beautiful Egyptian princess, looks
down, calling out, like the people below, “Moses, Moses,” incapable of
hiding her love and admiration. Once the name “Moses” is endowed
with power, love, and an erotic touch, Moses can enter the luxurious re-
ception hall of the Pharaonic palace. He steps in, walking toward King
Seti I (Sir Cedric Hardwicke) with an enormous entourage and a sample
of conquered, yet dancing, Ethiopians. From the ensuing dialogue, it be-
comes clear that Seti is very impressed by Moses and prefers him to his
rival, Prince Ramses (Yul Brynner).

But there is one more test that awaits Moses on his way to the
throne. He must build a city for Seti in Goshen and prove his gifts as ruler

by turning the Hebrew slaves into efficient workers (something Ramses
failed to do). Moses turns out to be no less competent as a city builder. In-

terestingly, when he appears at the pavilion with a proto-telescope in his
hand, planning the next phase of construction, he seems more a film di-
rector than an architect. If, for Philo, Moses’ success meant that he had to

be a superb philosopher, for DeMille he had to be, among other things,

something of a film director. In any event, the effect of the huge sets that

rise up at Moses’ command, especially the tall obelisk which is lifted be-
fore Seti’s eyes, makes clear that Moses, rather than Ramses, will be the
chosen cne.

Moses has it all: the admiration of the Egyptian people, the love of

Nefertiri, Seti’s approval; and yet, he finds himself suddenly involved

with the Hebrew slaves—even more so when he discovers that he himself
was born a Hebrew. Like Philo’s Moses, he is unmistakenly a man of

Truth, for he prefers his humble origins to the worldly goods of Egypt.
The Platonic principle underlying Philo’s reading, the opposition be-
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tween mind and body and the quest for the victory of the former, plays a
prominent role in The Ten Commandments.
DeMille adds much drama to Philo’s terse depiction of Moses’ con-

duct at court; and he gets his sense of drama, he reports, from the writings

of the “great Puritan poet, John Milton,” particularly from Milton’s fa-
mous claim in Areopagitica: “He that can apprehend and consider vice
with all its baits and seeming pleasures, and yet abstain, and yet distin-
guish, and yet prefer that which is truly better, he is the true warfaring
Christian” (Essoe and Lee: 17). His Moses isn’t quite the man of Spirit
from the outset. Like the true “warfaring Christian,” he becomes one only
after apprehending the “baits and pleasures” of the Egyptian court and
resisting them. Thus the temptations of the royal palace are presented in
detail. Nefertiri, the enchanting princess, a Cleopatra of sorts, is the epit-
ome of Egyptian seduction. She is attractive, powerful, and willing to do
anything (even kill) so that Moses will succeed as heir to the throne and
she will be his bride and queen. What is more, she, far more than Pha-
raoh, doesn’t let go. Even when Moses becomes a filthy slave, even after

her state marriage to Ramses, she does not hesitate to tempt him time and
again. Prince Moses is not indifferent to the pleasures of the flesh. We see

the two caressing and kissing in her opulent bedroom with a good deal
of erotic heat. Moses indeed comes close to losing his head over her, but

ends up rejecting the woman “who holds him captive” in favor of his
quest for his true roots. He is no Anthony.

How is all this related to the Bible itself? “I’'m sometimes accused,”
DeMille once explained, “of gingering up the Bible with lavish infusions

of sex and violence, but I wish that my accusers would read their Bibles

more closely, for in those pages are more violence and sex than I could

ever portray on the screen” (Essoe and Lee: 195). DeMille has a point. The
Hebrew Bible indeed offers an abundance of sex and violence, tropes that
have undoubtedly added to its popularity. Moses’ story entails much vi-

olence but reveals little about Moses” amorous life (this is a problem

DeMille doesn’t encounter when he recreates Samson and Delilah). Moses’

most intimate moments in the Pentateuch are kept for God. DeMille is
surely interested in Moses’ special relation with God, but to turn Moses
into a Hollywood star, he must furnish him with a substantial love life as
well.

DeMille’s Moses may have made a clear-cut decision as to his pref-

erence for austere monotheism over Egyptian culture, but DeMille him-
self seems to opt for a paradoxical combination of both worlds. The
Egyptian court of The Ten Commandments—with its wealth and glamour,
its bathing girls at the Nile’s swimming pool, and sexy dancers—resem-
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bles Hollywood far more than any ancient realm (or the Soviet bloc for
that matter). DeMille describes his Egyptland with loving detail: he is, af-
ter all, part and parcel of what Hollywood represents and seems (in clear
contradistinction to the Bible) to know more about the ins and outs of
Pharaoh’s palace than he does about the wilderness. And yet, at the same

time, he decisively rejects Egyptian customs in an attempt to free himself
from Hollywood’s “gold rush” atmosphere. “The greatest danger from
within the [film] industry,” claims DeMille, “is the worship of the golden
calf—the temptation to care nothing about what we produce as long as it
makes money” (Essoe and Lee: 16).

The last film DeMille made, The Ten Commandments serves as a leg-
acy or dream of wish-fulfillment. The film represents his desire to lead
Hollywood out of Egypt and turn it into a respectable Holy Land; it dis-
plays his attempt to prove that, despite their bad reputation among cen-
sors, motion pictures are the best bearers of the Word and the American

Word in particular. But somehow the New Hollywood he envisions re-
quires no loss of riches. Even after the Exodus, the sets continue to be

huge, the colors on screen are strong and vivid, the film stars remain
beautiful despite the harsh sun of the desert, and the hand of God offers
its best performance of special effects.

REPRODUCING MIRACLES

One of the keys to the success of The Ten Commandments, 1 propose,
lay not in its pious pretensions or didactic rhetoric, but rather in its capac-

ity to resurrect the biblical vox populi. DeMille’s focus on Egypt may be

construed as a response to the popular demand in the wilderness to re-

turn to the days of the fleshpots. While the official line in the Bible re-

pressed the memory of Egypt (so little is said about the four hundred
years spent in Goshen), the children of Israel, at points in which their

voice erupts, insist on retrieving scenes (fragments of non-canonical
texts?) from their Egyptian past.”

DeMille is at his best, however, in his innovative reinterpretation of
miracle stories, a well-known component of folklore.” If God can perform
miracles, so can Hollywood. By means of special effects, staffs turn into
snakes, the Nile becomes red, a pillar of fire leads the people, and the sea

parts as Moses lifts his rod. DeMille’s special effects provide a glimpse

® I deal extensively with the popular yearnings to return to Egypt in “Imagining
the Promised Land: The Spies in the Land of the Giants.”

® On miracles and folklore in the Bible, see Pritchard and Ben-Amos.
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not so much of the “Truth of God” (to use his terms) but rather the
“Truth” of the people. Miracles are meant for the people. When Moses is
sent on his first mission and dreads the incredulity of the people, God
supplies him with the rod of wonder, the key to the people’s heart (Exod
4:1-6). Indeed, to God’s dismay, the children of Israel always crave more
miracles. Gideon’s provocative question illustrates this point: “And
where be all his miracles which our fathers told us of, saying, Did not the
Lord bring us up from Egypt? but now the Lord hath forsaken us, and de-
livered us into the hands of the Midianites” (Judges 6:13). What Gideon’s
question also makes clear is that stories of miracles formed part of Israel-
ite oral culture and were precisely the kind of stories that were passed on
from parents to their offspring (see Zakovitch and Ben-Amos: 48).

Such traditions were popular for good reason. Miracles, particularly
in Exodus, are collective scenes of divine revelation that include breath-
taking triumphs over the Egyptian oppressors, from the victory of
Aaron’s rod in the competition with the Egyptian magicians to the
drowning of Pharaoh’s soldiers in the Red Sea. These rare carnivalesque
moments mark temporary liberation from the prevailing order."” Hierar-
chies are suspended. God reveals Himself not to the select few, but rather
to the community as a whole. All are regarded worthy of witnessing di-

vine deeds. All are regarded worthy of deliverance. And as God descends
from heaven, unsettling power relations in the human sphere, the weak
Hebrew slaves defeat their masters against all odds. Fears dissolve and
the excitement of total freedom is in the air.

There is a certain immediacy and vitality in revelation through the
sight that revelation through the word does not convey. No knowledge,
no cognition, can weaken the impact of a wondrous sight (Buber: 75). The
visual experience of God’s presence has the power to transform (however
briefly) the skeptical children of Israel into a community of believers, to
lead to a sudden sharp in-sight. Once the people “saw” the “great work
which the Lord did upon the Egyptians” at the Red Sea, they could not
but “[believe] the Lord and his servant Moses” (Exod 14:31)." It is a eu-
phoric moment. The entire community bursts out singing. Sights inter-
mingle with sounds. The fast tempo of the Song of the Sea imitates the
unexpected break in the rhythm of natural phenomena, created by the

“1 rely on Bakhtin’s definition of the dynamics of carnival in Rabelais and His
World.

" Daniel Boyarin (1990) aptly shows that the intensity of the visual experience of
God in the Bible generated an “ocular desire” to relive such moments in exegetes from

the time of the Midrash.
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rise and fall of the two enormous walls of water. Israel is now ready to
tear apart the old world and to take a leap of faith into the new one.

To be sure, DeMille offers simulated and secularized miracles. The
parting of the Red Sea was made possible by melted gelatin filmed back-
ward and by a blend of shots taken at the Red Sea itself. But his illusionist
art reminds us that a miracle is a spectacle, a magnificent show that cannot
but astonish as it explodes the fixed boundaries between high and low,
between dream and reality, between sights and sounds. Hollywood in a
sense produced a new and fascinating interpretation of the famous verse
in Exodus: “ And all the people saw the sounds” (Exod. 20:14). Seeing the
sounds is something Hollywood can surely offer. For contemporary
viewers DeMille’s special effects may seem extravagant and ludicrous,
but in the Fifties such cinematographic tricks—and one needs to bear in

mind the CinemaScope screens on which they were presented—evoked a
collective experience of wonder. It is not accidental that the only Oscar

DeMille received was for the scene of the parting of the Red Sea. Nor is it
surprising that this is the most memorable moment in the film. “The se-
quence in which the Red Sea is divided and then closes again is likely to
be acclaimed the most spectacular special effects sequence ever conceived
and produced since movies were invented,” writes Arthur Rowan in
American Cinematographer shortly after the film was released. With its ad-
vanced technology, Hollywood made the impossible possible, and this is
precisely what miracles are all about.

Miracles are an integral part of biblical historiography, but one can
trace a certain unease with the popular craving and demand for the won-
drous. In addition to their revolutionary force, they have too much in
common with polytheistic practices, above all, with magic.” The compe-
tition at Pharaoh’s court is a case in point. The differences between
Moses, Aaron, and Pharaoh’s magicians is far from clear. All have rods (a
traditional tool of magicians) and can turn them into serpents. Are Moses
and Aaron simply better magicians? Popular traditions probably present-
ed them as such, but the redactors of the Bible sought to endow these
practices with different connotations. The monotheistic God, as Kauf-
mann put it in The Religion of Israel, “is supreme over all. There is no realm
above or beside him to limit his absolute sovereignity. He is utterly dis-
tinct from, and other than, the world; he is subject to no laws, no compul-
sions, or powers that transcend him” (60). That is why He cannot possibly
be manipulated by magical spells or rods. Officially, the true power is not

2 See Yair Zakovitch’'s insightful discussion on miracles and magic (74-85). On
the question of magic and popular religion, see Davis, 1974.
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in the hands and rods of Moses and Aaron, but rather in the Hand of God.
Even the Egyptian magicians realize it when they fail to produce lice.
“This is the finger of God” (Exod 8:19), they claim and withdraw from the
competition. Similarly at the moment of the parting of the Red Sea, the
presence of God’s hand behind Moses” outstretched arm is accentuated
time and again. But the tension between the human and divine hands re-
mains as does the tension between popular and official exegesis." The Bi-
ble both acknowledges the resonance of popular voices and attempts to
limit it. Is this why Moses’ second attempt to draw water by striking a
rock with his rod is viewed as a sin (Num 20:1-13)? ™

In The Ten Commandments the biblical vox populi looms large on
screen at the moment of the parting of the waters. The magical rod in
Charlton Heston’s strong hand seems to have the power not only to rup-
ture the Red Sea but also to open up the semi-lit sky, to summon God
through the clouds. In her introduction to Moses Man of the Mountain,
Zora Neal Hurston speaks of Moses with the rod, “the great one of mag-
ic” (xxil), as a concept that surpasses that of Moses the Lawgiver in the
popular imagination. DeMille called his film The Ten Commandments in
order to accentuate the Law, but ended up, despite himself, conjuring up
the image of Moses the magician, the man who could do the impossible.

THE END

I would like to end with a more recent treatment of miracles in
Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction. Consider the theological debate be-
tween Jules and Vincent, which takes place, as one recalls, after the two

discover that although they were the target of six booming shots nothing
happened to them:

Jules: We should be fuckin” dead!

Vincent: Yeah, we were lucky.

Jules: That shit wasn’t luck. That shit was somethin’ else.

Vincent prepares to leave.

Vincent: Yeah, maybe.

Jules: That was...divine intervention. You know what divine inter-
vention 1s?

Vincent: Yeah, I think so. That means God came down from heaven
and stopped the bullets.

' Daniel Boyarin provides a cogent reading of this tension in his analysis of Mi-
drashic responses to the parting of the Red Sea (1990).

' See Zakovitch’s persuasive argument in this connection (64).
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Jules: Yeah, man, that’s what it means. That’s exactly what it means!

God came down from heaven and stopped the bullets.

Vincent: I think we should be going now.

Jules: Don’t do that! Don’t you fuckin” do that! Don’t blow

this shit off! What just happened was a fuckin” miracle!

Vincent: Chill the fuck out, Jules, this shit happens.

Jules: Wrong, wrong, this shit doesn’t just happen.

Vincent: Do you wanna continue this theological discussion in the

car, or at the jailhouse with the cops?

Jules: We should be fuckin” dead now, my friend! We just witnessed

a miracle, and I want you to fuckin” acknowledge it! (139)

We're obviously at a different point in Hollywood’s history. Taran-
tino has no intention of turning Hollywood into a Holy Land; and yet the
question of miracles hasn’t lost its power to seize the popular imagina-
tion. What this scene makes clear—through its humorous insertion of a
theological debate into the world of gangsters—is that the Bible is the
book of the people, by the people, for the people, and that Hollywood too
participates in the definition of what counts as a miracle.”

WORKS CONSULTED

Alter, Robert
1981 The Art of Biblical Narrative. New York: Basic.

Bakhtin, Mikhail
1984 (1965)

Rableais and His World. Trans. Helene Iswolsky. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Ben Amos, Dan
“Poetica historit vechiluf sugati: niflaot venisim”, 29-59.

Boyarin, Daniel
1990 Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash. Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press.

It is noteworthy that Pulp Fiction calls into question the rigid boundaries be-
tween high and low not only by (mis)using biblical materials, but also by reshaping
pulp fiction (to quote the definition of “pulp” in The American Heritage Dictionary, with
which the film begins: “ A magazine or book containing lurid subject matter and being
characteristically printed on rough, unfinished paper.”)




30 SEMEIA

Buber, Martin
1988 (1946)

Moses: The Revelation and the Covenant. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Human-
ities Press International.

Davis, Natalie Zemon

1974 “Some Tasks and Themes in the Study of Popular Religion.” Pp. 307-36
in The Pursuit of Holiness in Late Medieval and Renaissance Religion. Ed.
Charles Trinkaus and Heiko Oberman. Studies in Medieval and Renais-
sance Thought 10. Leiden: Brill.

1975 Society and Culture in Early Modern France. Stanford: Stanford University
Press.

1983 The Return of Martin Guerre. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
1992 “Towards Mixtures and Margins.” AHR Forum 97:1409-16.

DeMille, Cecil B.

1959 The Autobiography of Cecil B. DeMille. Ed. Donald Hayne. Englewood
Cliffs: Prentice-Hall.

Essoe, Gabe and Raymond Lee
1970 DeMille: The Man and His Pictures. New York: Castle.

Fraser, George MacDonald
1988 The Hollywood History of the World. London: Penguin.

Ginzberg, Carlo

1980 The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller. Trans.
John and Anne Tedeschi. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Gunkel, Hermann

1964 The Legends of Genesis: The Biblical Saga and History. Trans. W. H. Carruth.
New York: Schocken.

Hurston, Zora Neale
1991 Moses, Man of the Mountain. New York: HarperPerennial.

Kaufmann, Yehezkel

1960 The Religion of Israel from Its Beginnings to the Babylonian Exile. Trans. and
abridged by Moshe Greenberg. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Levine, Lawrence
1988 Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural History. New York: Oxford
University Press.

“The Folklore of Industrial Society: Popular Culture and Its
Audiences.” AHR Forum 97:1369-99.

Mukerji, Chandra and Michael Schudson

1991 Rethinking Popular Culture: Contemporary Perspectives in Cultural Studies
Berkeley: University of California Press.




PARDES: MOSES GOES DOWN TO HOLLYWOOD 31

Nadel, Alan

1993 “God’s Law and the Wide Screen: The Ten Commandments as Cold War
‘Epic.”” PMLA 108:415-30.

Newman, Jane

1985 “The Word Made Print: Luther’s 1522 New Testament in the Age of Me-
chanical Reproduction.” Representations 11:95-133.

Noerdlinger, Henry

1956 Moses and Egypt: The Documentation to the Motion Picture The Ten Com-
mandments. Los Angeles: University of Southern California Press.

Pardes, llana

1994 “Imagining the Promised Land: Spies in the Land of the Giants.” Histo-
ry and Memory 6:5-23.

Pritchard, J. B.
1950 “Motifs of Old Testament Miracles.” Crozer Quarterly 27:97-109.

Rogin, Michael
1987 Ronald Reagan, the Movie and Other Episodes in Political Demonology.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Ross, Andrew

1989 No Respect: Intellectuals and Popular Culture. New York and London:
Routledge.

Said, Edward W.
1983 “Egyptian Rites.” Voice August 30, 43-46.

Sobcheck, Vivian

1990 ““Surge and Splendor’: A Phenomenology of the Hollywood Historical
Epic.” Representations 29:24-49.

Tarantino, Quentin
1994 Pulp Fiction. New York: Miramax.

White, Hayden
1987 The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Zakovitch, Yair

1990 The Concept of the Miracle in the Bible. Trans. Shmuel Himelstein. Tel
Aviv: MOD Books.







FAST FORWARDING TO THE MAGDALENE

Jane Schaberg
University of Detroit, Mercy

ABSTRACT

Feminist film criticism trains us to look at who is looking at whom, who is not
looking, the power relations depicted or hidden. It trains us to examine our
experience as female and male and feminist spectators; to interrogate the gaps
(in logic or story line or character delineation) as apertures through which the
patriarchal / kyriarchal ideology shows in its process of suppressing, revising,
omitting. I look at the Magdalene in five contemporary films, especially the
portraits in Franco Zeffirelli’s Jesus of Nazareth (1977) and Martin Scorsese’s
The Last Temptation of Christ (1988). While there are sparks of unique interpre-
tations, each film’s Magdalene is the conflated figure of the doxa, the repen-
tant whore.

After I said I’d do this paper,’ I had serious second thoughts. First of

all, because I hadn’t yet read much feminist film criticism, which began
in the early 1970s. But this became an opportunity to look at some intrigu-
ing questions. In what specific ways is reading a film different from read-
ing a book? How do film versions fit into the history of interpretation?
What is the special, lasting power of the visual image? What is the com-
plex process involved in a movie (reflecting its own culture) interpreting
a text (which has influenced that culture but also reflects its own culture)?
In terms of so-called religious films, what influence and control, hidden
or overt, are exerted by ecclesiastical powers and their funding sources?
Where does one look for an author: original writer/script writer/ editor/
director/ producer/actor, etc. etc?* We know as well from conversations
in the lobby to expect how in the dark each of us sees differently, so we
know better than to claim absolute authority for our own viewings. Alice
Bach’s work on Salomé and Cheryl Exum’s on Bathsheba inspired me to
try to move beyond my inexperience and hesitancies. I look forward to

Alice’s and Cheryl’s important works-in-progress on biblical films.

—— | e ———————

' For the Gender and Cultural Criticism Consultation at the AAR/SBL Meeting
1995 (theme: the Bible as cultural icon).

* Given the state of biblical illiteracy in the U.S., we also are sometimes unsure
whether we are watching a subtle midrashic insight or ignorance.

_33_
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The other downside of writing about the Bible on film is that I'd
have to watch films on the Bible. Tedious religious films; stale reworkings
of the stale, worn-out story of Jesus; Jesus with eyes as blue as Jack Nicol-
son as a wolf® (and the saccharine music doesn’t help). Hence the title:
fast forwarding to the Magdalene (which is a metaphor for my scholarly
interests today, and perhaps for some feminist scholarship in general).* 1
thought of what seems to me the apparent incompatibility of the film me-
dium and the Bible, and yet of its popularity in film. I thought of the fact
that no Andrei Serban or Elizabeth Swados has appeared to rethink this
“classic” as they have Greek classics. The Bible is not a feminist or post-
modern subject in film except in fragments, such as the use of 1 Cor 13 in
Krzysztof Kieslowski’s “Blue.” These things, but especially my own lack
of pleasure in the prospect of viewing the films (near-nausea is not too
strong a phrase), seemed worth analyzing. The project proved more in-
teresting than I initially thought it would.

Feminist film criticism trains us to look at who is looking at whom,

who is not looking; the power relations depicted or hidden. It trains us to
examine our experience as female and male and feminist spectators; to in-
terrogate the gaps (in logic or story line or character) as apertures through
which the patriarchal/kyriarchal ideology shows in its process of sur-
pressing, revising, omitting. And it trains us to view subversively, some-
times to try to reverse the thrust(?) of the film. Producing readings
against the grain, oppositional readings, gives information about our po-
sitioning as spectators, and makes an intervention, a disruption in mean-

ing. We spectators can construct different meanings.

[ looked at the Magdalene in five contemporary films: The Greatest
- Story Ever Told (1965); Jesus Christ Superstar (1973 ); Zeffirelli’s Jesus of Naz-
areth (1977, made for TV); Scorsese’s Last Temptation of Christ (1988); and

Dennis Arcand’s Jesus of Montreal (1989). All are commercial, mainstream
films and all are available as video rentals. The first three attempt to har-
monize and adapt the four Christian Testament Gospels to a script. Scor-
sese’s 1s based on Kazanstakis’ 1955 novel of Jesus’ temptations to aban-
don his destiny and his ultimate triumph over temptation. Arcand’s is the
story of a small troupe of five professional actors hired to do a Passion
Play on church property, and of their conflict with church authorities and
forces in the advertising industry, leading to the cancellation of the play

* The eyes of Max von Snydow, Willem Defoe, and in Zeffirelli's film, Robert
Powell.

! Representations of the Magdalene have to be seen/analyzed in the total picture,

since her sexuality is bound up with the sexuality or asexuality of Jesus and the male
disciples.
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and the accidental death of the actor playing Jesus. My concentration here
will be on Zeffirelli and the Magdalene.

Let me also mention a coming attraction: writer/director Paul Ver-
hoeven is at work on a Jesus film, tentatively titled Fully Human. His other
work includes Robo—Cop, Total Recall, Basic Instinct, and Showgirls. Asked
last year if he planned to include a love interest for Jesus in this film—a
Magdalene, Verhoeven is reported to have replied with a grin, “Of
course. But I'm aware that the feminist scholars emphasize the fact that
Jesus had female disciples, so [sic] it will probably be platonic. Besides,
Jesus doesn’t have time. He's always on the run.”

Each film’s Magdalene is the conflated figure of legend, the repen-
tant whore. So much for modern scholarship which tries to undo the con-
flation between the Christian Testament figure and the nameless women
of other stories—the conflation which became the essential aspect of her
image. But this film conflation is somewhat strange in light of the fact that

all of the films show some awareness of scholarship from the 60s, of the

S. G. F. Brandon/Hengel types, on the issue of Jesus’ Zealot sympathies,

and Arcand actually makes references to controversial and dangerous
scholarly theories and to the mode of crucifixion based on the ossuary

find at Giv'at ha-Mitvar. Arcand also seems to show some familiarity
with the Gnostic materials, in the scene where his Magdalene actor en-
courages the others not to lose heart. Barbara Hershey, who played the

Magdalene in Last Temptation, speaks in a scarey way to the fascination of
this conflated figure: “The thing that fascinated me about Mary

Magdalene is that she represents all aspects of womanhood: she’s a
whore and a victim, a complete primal animal, and then she’s reborn and
becomes virginal and sisterlike. She evolves through all phases of wom-
anhood, so it was a wonderful role in that way...I felt that I was put on

earth to play this part.”® Singer/songwriter Patty Larkin writes a ballad
of Mary Magdalene who doesn’t quite “evolve” in that way: “I think I
saw her coming out of the subway at rush hour”: “I'm all broke up/I'm

> Allen: 28. The interviewer says she was mentally casting Sharon Stone as Mary
Magdalene.

® Lemos: 126, 124. The Lifetime Channel series “Biography” did present the con-
flation as distortion (she is “one of the most misunderstood women in history”; “not
a prostitute but she stands for love”). But the idea of the “sexy saint” was also promot-

ed. The host of the program, Anne Hollander, spoke of the good side of the myth, its

complexity. Susan Haskins (author of Mary Magdalene, Myth and Metaphor [London:
Harper Collins, 1993]) remarked “There is no evidence they [Mary Magdalene and
Jesus] were lovers, though it'd be lovely to say so.”
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FIGURE 1. “My most important scene, as a prostitute in Magdala, was also
the most difficult, because I was going to show Magdalene with a series of
men. Even though Marty’s films have a lot of sexuality, there hadn’t been
any nudity in them—and he asked me if I wanted a double, so at first I said
sure. Every atom of me wanted a double. But I didn’t feel a double would
be Magdalene. I didn’t feel she would move like I would move. I knew if |
did the scene, I'd really feel like a whore.” Barbara Hershey (Scorsese: 225)
(Credit: MOMA Film Archives)

all broke down./ Got turned around somehow/ Who is my savior
now?”’

On reflection, the film medium shows us how conflation is a narra-
tive necessity, a dramatic necessity. The character who is so important to
the action and resolution at the end of the story as the basic witness to the

” Conflation is taken to its ultimate logic in the Scorsese film: according to the an-
gel/devil guide of Jesus, “There’s only one woman in the world” with many faces. So

when Mary Magdalene dies, Martha and Mary of Bethany replace her in Jesus’ dream
of ordinary life.
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crucifixion, burial, and empty tomb cannot—should not—come out of

nowhere (as she does in Mark, Matthew, and John; and almost in Luke,
except for 8:1-3). This conflation plugs a gap® with another story (or sto-
ries, Luke 7 and John 8) felt intense enough to explain the Magdalene’s

loyalty. She is explained by gratitude, when her out-of-bounds sexuality

is “forgiven” by Jesus. If we ask what story might a feminist reader have

used or invented to stop this gap, the question makes us realize yet again
the dearth of strong women characters in the Gospels.” In the depiction of
the Magdalene as a prostitute, the scene that exercises greatest power is,

of course, Luke 7: “a woman of the city, a sinner,” anoints and cries on
Jesus’ feet, and dries them with her hair; she is forgiven and told to sin no
more."

The feminist viewer reflects on the fact that the very concept of pros-
titute has meaning only within the ideology of male sexual domination
and is produced by this system of sexual values, as Andrea Dworkin
notes.'’ Modern feminism sees the prostitute primarily as victimized (lis-
tening to former prostitutes’ description of their experiences in organiza-
tions such as Whisper); but they are also sometimes seen as
entrepreneurs, with a right to their form of sexual freedom (listening to
organizations such as Coyote). I think it would be safe to say most women
today view the prostitute with ambivalence and discomfort, probably in
part because of the realization that “male domination of the female body
is the basic material reality of [all]] women’s lives.” * In that ambivalence,
we can learn something of the on-going power of this conflation.

The choice of actresses for this role is important. Zeffirelli chose
Anne Bancroft, an intelligent actress with a short fuse, perhaps—we can

® See Bal (1987:18-19) on the inadequacy of frame-theory as a key to the filling of
gaps. “Gaps” are spots in the text where the information is insufficient, which pro-
vokes questions for the reader, according to critics like Perry and Sternberg. Bal won-
ders to what extent the text “provokes” and how this personification of the text is
used to cover a reader’s response that cannot be accounted for outside the position of
the reader as a subject. See also her discussion of questions not answered, that later
become obsessions in the reader’s mind or are abandoned.

” The Syro-Phoenician woman and the Samaritan woman are not from Magdala;
and Herodias won't do.

' The Magdalene as prostitute appears in Zeffirelli, Scorsese, Webber and Rice.
In Arcand the actor or actors playing the Magdalene are not professional prostitutes
(one is a priest’s lover [“It gives him so much pleasure and me so little pain”] and the
other a model [“] used to show my ass to sell soap and beer”]). The Magdalene as the
woman caught in adultery (John 8) appears in The Last Temptation and Greatest Story
but perhaps in the latter, in a careless misunderstanding of the law concerning adul-
tery, the woman in John 8 is assumed to be a prostitute.
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speculate—on the basis of her portrayal of Mrs. Robinson in “The Grad-
uate” (“Jesus loves you more than you can know, ho ho ho, ho ho ho”). It
is casting that backfires, I think, if Zeffirelli wanted his regular ending as
filmed to be powerful. Or perhaps there is miswriting here, or misdirect-
ing, or subversive acting. Who knows?

Zeffirelli first introduces Mary Magdalene at work. She is a woman
alone, unprotected by father, husband, lover, pimp. Her economic status
is comfortable. While a client waits inside, she runs out in a screaming
rage at some boys who are setting fire to her house, and angrily faces
down the insults and laughter. Back inside, as she gets paid and helps her
client dress, rebuffing his advances with disgust, he speaks to her of
Jesus. This is the beginning of her “conversion.”” No film, including Ar-
cand’s, depicts an unrepentant Magdalene who continues to work at
prostitution. Zeffirelli's Magdalene doesn’t enjoy her work with this cli-
ent who considers her “scum” and hides his face as he goes out; she is

' Andrea Dworkin (9). Throughout history, it is primarily women who have
been prostitutes, called harlots or whores, sluts, cunts—terms applied to males only
in an extended or figurative sense. “Men have created the group, the type, the con-
cept, the epithet, the insult, the industry, the trade, the commodity, the reality of
woman as whore” (Dworkin: 200). The “oldest profession” is accepted as an inevita-
ble aspect of patriarchal society: the whore's sexual services to married or unmarried
men maintain an illusion of monogamy or even polygamy, the myth of the male’s
greater sexual needs, and the posssibility of fulfilling these needs without violating
another male’s “rights” to his wife. The professional prostitute has no husband, no
sexual obligation to any other male. She also has no protection; she is vulnerable and
out of bounds. Reduced to her sexuality, she is experienced as dangerous to those
men who want to and do resist her temptation or who don’t. Blamed for provoking
their sexual desire, enflaming their lust, she is often the target of male sexual aggres-
sion and hostility, moral outrage and condemnation. Think of the serial murder of
prostitutes.

2 And all struggle for dignity and self-determination is rooted in the struggle for
actual control of one’s own body (Dworkin: 203). A sexist interpretation of this soli-
darity distinguishes the prostitute from other women not in kind but by degree.
Dworkin quotes Weininger (“There are certainly no women absolutely devoid of the
prostitute instinct to covet being sexually excited by any stranger”) and D. H.
Lawrence (“If a woman hasn’t got [a tiny?] streak of a harlot in her, she’s a dry stick
as a rule...[R]eally, most wives sold themselves, in the past, and plenty of harlots gave
themselves, when they felt like it, for nothing.” As Dworkin points out, the “tiny
streak” is woman'’s sexual nature.

*> She responds with suspicion (“A man will often forgive a man but a woman'’s
sins—that’s another story”) and apparent lack of interest (says she sleeps during the
daytime so can’t go see him).
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clearly above it—and above him." When she is alone, she sits on her bed
and lets the coins he has given her drop to the floor. She appears next at
the feeding of thousands, peering at Jesus from behind a tree, looking dis-
gusted / discouraged/ confused. She receives bread, tears off a piece and
eats; cries and laughs oddly. The “conversion” seems complete.

Her scene at the house of Simon the Pharisee I find very difficult to
watch. It combines with Luke 7 (a) the question that introduces the para-
ble of the good Samaritan from Luke 10, and (b) the anointing for burial
from Mark 14, which Luke omitted and which is collapsed here into Luke
7. She enters screaming at those who would keep her out, but then utters
a long, embarrassing series of wordless sighs and whimpers, as she grov-
els at Jesus’ feet, refused a discourse.

In the words of one of my students: “Gag me.” The gazes of Simon,
Jesus, and the other male guests fix her, as she glances fiercely around
and then adoringly at Jesus. The anger at the beginning and end of this
scene frames, to my mind, a jarring unreality of character. Is this really a
woman who would grovel and snivel like this? She moves from repre-
senting somebody’s idea of the force and danger of female sexuality and
male fear of it, to representing sexuality tamed. Jesus’ acceptance and for-
giveness brings her under control, under his protection. In contrast to
“the Last Temptation,” where her sexuality threatens to draw Jesus away
from his goal, and where she must die at least in his dream, Jesus here is
invulnerable to her, does not desire or fear her, smugly calls her “daugh-
ter” in spite of the difference in the actors’ ages. '

What is he forgiving?™ The sin that patriarchal society says she is
guilty of: prostitution. That labelling passes unquestioned in the mutual
look(s) exchanged by the Magdalene and Jesus. Also disturbing here is
the underlying assumption that the prostitute voluntarily chooses her
profession, is only under the slightest duress. Because she chose it, she
can un-choose; she can be converted and forgiven. The whimpering
seems to mean sorrow, repentance, relief. Her body is presented through
the eyes of the men in the scene. In a series of tight shots looking down
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