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Abstract:

This essay deconstructs a very strange reintetimetaf John MillaisOphelia (1852) as
found in Rocky Schenck’s music vide&here the Wild Roses GrqdQ97). Drawing from
Jan Marsh’s ‘Pale Ladies of Death’, Elisabeth Beord Over Her Dead Bodynd Ann
Kaplan’s revisions of Laura Mulvey’s ‘gaze’ theothjs work explores the compulsion to
render or to gaze at a beautiful dead woman. Ma@stnfen, and Kaplan provide helpful
avenues through which to begin approaching the tmmpperations of a contemporary
Neo-Victorian representation of an eroticised Paplfitielite woman, as Where the Wild
Roses Grow This work demonstrates that the music video isnpgmatic of the
contemporary Western audience’s desire not ongetg but also to interact with, the visual
aesthetics and icons (especially the female icoht)e Victorian era.
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Figure 1: Still from Where the Wild Roses Grawusic
video, reprinted with kind permission from Rockgh8nck.

TaII reeds blow gently in the wind and colourful dfibwers line a murky
streanT A pale-skinned, red-haired woman floats in theendtps parted,
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eyes open; she is beautiful even in death. Sucésarigtion, for most art
historians, would conjure John Millais’s painti@phelia(1852), the much-
reproduced Pre-Raphaelite vision of Shakespeareisidal heroine;
however, this description now also applies to thagery of a 1996 British
music video,Where the Wild Roses Grpwreated by the writer-director,
Rocky Schenck. His strange and highly suggestigials accompany a
morbid duet sung by the Australian pop star, Kyllenogue, and the
musician, Nick Cave. In the lyrics to this song,niijue plays the role of a
young woman who names herself as “Eliza Day”, maddy an unnamed
lover (a role performed by Nick Cave), who belietleat “all beauty must
die.” The killer narrates his version of the eveetding up to the murder,
while Eliza’s ghost tells her side from her wateggsave — thus raising
questions about the conflict between her seemirgsipidy as a visual
spectacle and her active agency in voicing her stany. For the video,
Rocky Schenck used Millais’s well-known painting astemplate and
positioned Eliza in the water like her Victoriaregecessor, surrounded by
flowers, even as he made her the teller of her @
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Figure 2: Storyboard for music video. Drawn by Rocky Schenc
and reproduced with his permission.

The compulsion to render or to gaze at a beawuddald woman is by
no means a new subject for discussion. For instancé&ale Ladies of
Death’, Jan Marsh observes that early Pre-Rapbagépictions of death
were “largely sentimental,” expressing “the simgieefs of loss and regret”
(Marsh 1987: 135). As such an early painting, Jetiltais’'s Opheliafalls,
in Marsh’s opinion, into the category of paintingsat represent a
“sorrowful, pathetic death” (Marsh 1987: 138). Hawweeg Marsh also alerts
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us to the notorious sexual associations betweeRdraphaelite painters’
works and dead or deathly women, noting, for insarthat the images of
dead women take a sensual turn with Rossetti’'sssbae painting of his
model and wife, Elizabeth or ‘Lizzie’ Siddal, evafter her death. In an
image likeBeata BeatriX1870), which renders Siddal with her eyes closed
and lips parted, Marsh claims that the “sense ofaghilic longing is hard

to evade” (Marsh 1987: 142).

The psychologically complex attraction of repreaénhs of dead
women has been explored more fully in ElisabethnByo’s Over Her Dead
Body. Bronfen goes beyond the Victorian context, ackingsthe numerous
narrative and visual representations of the deadniee body in Western
culture. She refers to figures such as Samuel Risba’s Clarissa, Edgar
Allen Poe’s Ligeia and the Grimm Brothers’ Snow Wehireinforcing her
claim that “culture uses art to dream the deathsbedutiful women”
(Bronfen 1992: xi). Like Marsh, however, Bronfenesflically calls
attention to the association between the Pre-Réiphaetists and images of
dead or deathly women; indeed, she dedicates aerhajpher book to the
representations of Siddal. According to Bronfene thestheticised and
eroticised representations of the dead femininey have allowed Western
culture to “repress and articulate its unconsclousvledge of death [...] by
localizing death away from the self, at the bodyaobeautiful woman”
(Bronfen 1992: xi). In other words, she conclutiest when artists mask
representations of death as sexual fantasy, a apeatan continue to
indulge in the morbid fascination of looking at@jmse without having truly
to confront the fear of death. Thus, the desiréotk at a dead woman’s
body is, for Bronfen, aligned with denial and wahdesire to control the
uncontrollable.

What happens, however, when the inanimate spestatMictorian
art become animated through film, as they do inNlee-VictorianWhere
the Wild Roses GrowvAre other kinds of viewing strategies involvedda
do we need different sorts of theory to accounttiem? Cinematic theories
of the gendered gaze, which were pioneered by Ldulvey and later
revised by E. Ann Kaplan and other feminist comraens, can provide an
important lens through which to explore how the @fcivatching functions
in this video, as well as how it differs from thet af viewing a mid-
Victorian painting. Like Mulvey who asserts thabdking” is an actively
male role and that that women in film have an “@vpece coded for strong
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visual and erotic impact” (Mulvey 1975: 7), Kaplaorks with the notion
that the male gaze “in patriarchy [...] is viewed dsminating and
repressing women through its controlling power desnale discourse and
female desire” (Kaplan 1983: 2). Women and FilmKaplan asserts that, in
Hollywood films, “women are ultimately refused aie®, a discourse[,] and
their desire is subjected to male desire. They bué silently frustrated
lives, or, if they resist their placing, sacrifiteeir lives for their daring”
(Kaplan 1983: 7). It is important consider, thouglthen analysing
Schenck’s music video, how Kaplan also reshaped/éjtd concept of the
gaze, emphasising that women, too, receive pleaumigh looking.
Kaplan has asserted that the female viewer actieeltes herself in erotic
fantasies, either by placing herself as a “passegient of male desire” or
by assuming an observer’s stance “at one removew@san who is
watching a woman who is passive recipient to malsird” (Kaplan 1983:
26), thereby retaining a degree of agency and power the process. When
watching a film, moreover, spectators of either dggncan occupy the
viewing “positions we now know as masculine and ifene” (Kaplan
1983: 28); biological gender identity does not timi determine one’s gaze.
Marsh, Bronfen, and Kaplan thus provide helpfulraxes through which to
begin approaching the complex operations of a copbteary neo-Victorian
representation of an eroticised Pre-Raphaelite wom@s inWhere the Wild
Roses Grow

The music video may at first seem an unlikely aatam, but it does
suggest that Victorianism in general, and Pre-Rellaart in particular,
has become a profitable commodity in pop culture.we can infer from
Marsh’s discussion of the Pre-Raphaelite repretientaof death, Millais’s
Ophelia differs from Rossetti'sBeata Beatrixin that Ophelia was not
received as an erotic painting. And yéthere the Wild Roses Grow
capitalises, figuratively and literally, on our a@aess both of the increased
enshrinement of Victorian painting in museums andother cultural
institutions and of the Pre-Raphaelites’ reputatimm rebellious and
frequently morbid sexuality. In doing so, it creata marketable (and
internationally marketed) object that combines thagt’ and erotic fantasy,
while also complicating our responses by giving tisaally mute image of
the Pre-Raphaelite woman a voice.

Schenck’s video embodies a compelling tension. il@nane hand,
the spectator is reassured by the distance invalvddhving this scene of
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drowned loveliness framed through the art of thst pamd can thus safely
enjoy the pleasure of looking, even at somethingygrse. On the other
hand, the spectator may be unsettled to find hinweherself identifying
with the perspective of a murderer who is also sfsé with beauty — the
condition described by Oscar Wilde, in his poemeTBallad of Reading
Gaol’ (1897), of “killing” the “thing” one loves. Athe same time, the
spectator is also aware that, unlike the silenps®rof Millais’s painting,
this figure is animate and speaking/singing forskér— a circumstance that
highlights the difference between the Victoriangoral and its neo-
Victorian adaptation into a medium with its own gentions. Drawing
upon Bronfen’s work on images of the female corpsejll demonstrate
how the video works to create a dream-like mooddpcing the fantasy
that keeps “death away from the self.” Howevermgs{aplan’s revisions of
Laura Mulvey's gaze theory, | will also deconstruttie camera’s
perspective, which disrupts the spectator's senge security or
blamelessness. Finally, | will explore the largeplications of this music
video as symptomatic of the contemporary Westedieage’'s desire not
only to see, but also to interact with, the visaa&sthetics and icons
(especially the female icons) of the Victorian era.

Both J. E. Millais and Rocky Schenck go above beagond reality
in order to create suitably artistic environmentthwvhich to surround their
respective Ophelias. Millais’s natural setting fophelia is known for its
‘hyper-realism’, a technique that renders everyghim full focus. Millais
deliberately deviates from principles of aesthegioirced in the nineteenth
century by the Royal Academy and depicts even itiiest of flowers in
meticulous detail. In a letter to a friend, Millasferred to his eleven-hour-
long days of study for this painting as “martyrdoarid insisted that “the
painting of a picture under such circumstances @wobe a greater
punishment to a murderer than hanging” (Millais €8919-120). Ophelia’s
dress, “an antique brocade gown,” is rendered wiithilar attention to the
minutest of details (Marsh 1987: 138According to Jan Marsh, Millais’s
Ophelia herself becomes a pathetic and passiveeelein the natural
landscape — tragic, because she is almost unnatic@decause her corpse
is “at odds” with “the bright flowers and foliagd spring” (Marsh 1987:
138).

Schenck’s video creates a very stylised and romigetl version of
this same landscape in order to establish a wbdtis both seductive and
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sensual; indeed, the video persuades us thasafésto gaze at the scene by
establishing a dreamlike sensation. Schenck hasaited that one of his
primary goals in this film was “to take a real emviment and make it look
as if we had created the setting in a studio — pudaiing a natural setting
and making it look as if it was a beautifully exss but artificial set”
(Schenck 2009H).In his opinion, the set designs that dominatedfilhe
industry from 1920-1950 “were not only duplicatinghat they saw in
nature, but what they saw in the romantic landsqagetings of previous
eras” (Schenck 2009b). Schenck wanted to builettiee set for this video,
but was prohibited by budget constraints from doswm Instead, the
resourceful director relied on elaborate lightingd ananipulation of the
camera work to create a liminal world somewherevbeh painting and
film, as well as between art and reality.

Light plays an important role in this illusory spede; Schenck has
described how he achieved this “other worldly effec

For the lighting design, | used backlighting (somets
referred to as “rim lighting”), which gives the seg and the
characters a rather ethereal glow around the edgemsnted

to duplicate the look of early silent films, whiokcasionally
utilized extreme backlighting two to three stopgtéothan

the key lights. This was a deliberate decision gnpart to
accentuate and romanticize the dreamy and surreal
atmosphere of the storyline. Multiple mirrors reflag the
sunlight were used to create this effect for mamythe
scenes. (Schenck 2009b)

According to Schenck, on the day the film was stibtyas sunny all day.”

He has noted that such weather is “so unusual fglaad” that, for the

viewer (especially a British one), it convenieriynforces the notion of the
depicted world as constructed, rather than redi€Bck 2009a).

Not only does the music video evoke a romanticiaedscape, but
it also relies on stylised visual tropes of femityinKylie Minogue’s ‘Eliza
Day’ combines notions of Pre-Raphaelite and conteary beauty.
Although Pre-Raphaelite stunners often were givaper-red hair, Eliza’s
hair is artificially vibrant. Like the landscapegrbottle-red hair reflects the
aesthetic tastes of a modern audience, used tsatheated hues of fashion
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photography. Her extremely white face and blood-ipd suggest other
famously passive women, such as the twentieth-cgniterpretations of
Snow White and Sleeping Beauty in Disney animatidfuding to notions
of Victorian sexual morality, she is clad in whiggarments and wears a cross
around her neck, visually establishing her virgirahd echoing the song’s
lyrics: “He would be my first man.” Her attire combs Victorian
sensibilities with twenty-first-century flair, foshe wears dainty white
gloves with a flirtatious sundress.

Figure 3: Still from Where the Wild Roses Grawusic
video, reprinted with kind permission from Rockgh8&nck

However, the audience’s awareness of the Pre-Rhjgh&&mme
fatale as a potentially powerful figure, as well as Ebzawn ability to
assert her identity through song, prevents thetafmcfrom reading this
character as entirely passive. Eliza’s intense dgaks her with the more
aggressive Pre-Raphaelite women painted by Dankei€bdrossetti, such
as those (often modeled by Jane Morris) who featurboth Daydream
(1880) andProserpine (1872). Her loose copper hair, flamboyantly red
lipstick, and visual associations with roses spealily conjure Rossetti’s
sexually charged portrayal bady Lilith (1868).

The image of Eliza Day also echoes other femalardig from neo-
Victorian adaptations in different media, such asa8 Woodruff of John
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Fowles’'sThe French Lieutenant's Wom#h969), a novel that was filmed
in 1981 by the cinematographer, Freddie Francisal§aa red-haired,
(presumed) fallen woman, orchestrates the losseofdwn virginity by
manipulating a man of higher social status — at pamt, even turning
herself into a supine visual spectacle for him ailldwing him to come
upon her sleeping on the ground. Her scandalous eaentually leads
Sarah to the house and studio of none other thasd®ohimself, where she
finally finds a career as model/muse to the bnliartist. Throughout
Fowles’s narrative, Sarah’s sexuality is associatgith water and with
natural scenery. The crashing waves and unrulyadeli of the Ware
Commons at Lyme Regis serve as backdrop and ctveelbor Sarah’s
active desires, an environment not unlike the ingtleeds and (albeit more
gentle) lapping water surrounding Eliza Day.

In Schenck’s video, these connections both to paast Pre-
Raphaelite women and to later neo-Victorian vasiai upon the type
highlight Eliza’s sexuality and underscore the gigance of the lyrics she
sings, especially, “He would be my first man” — largse that appears to
indicate her willingness to lose her virginity. ack also establishes a
direct connection between Eliza and nature, whedalis Fowles’s sexually
charged descriptions of the landscape surroundamghS When we first see
Eliza’s face, she is walking through a field of @es The director's notes
from Schenck’s storyboard read: “Out of focus rasefsont of and behind
Kylie. Long lens camera dollys w/ Kylie as she n®werough roses.” This
shot is not unlike the famous rose petal image fitbmn film American
Beauty (1992) and emphasises an otherworldly, yet highigtic, link
between Eliza and the flowers.
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Figure 4: Music Video Story Boards. Image drawn
by Rocky Schenck and reproduced with his permission
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Figure 5: Image from Schenck’s collection documenting s=igh
for music video, reprinted with kind permissionrfroRocky Schenck.

The video also underlines an identification of Elwith water, as well as
with the thick, winding snake. Scenes of Eliza yawith some shots
showing her lying perfectly still in the water, Weiin others her eyes and
lips are moving as she sings. This oscillation leea@an oddly destabilising
sensation, for the spectator can never be completetain of her ‘death’.
Instead of merely being a dead woman placed imtiter by her killer, she
is, at times, also a beautiful woman who has pu @rhite dress, aware that
she is being viewed as the thin, wet fabric clitrgasparently to her body.
Similar ambiguity surrounds the figure of the #itimg snake, which can
suggest the phallic presence of Nick Cave’s charamt, indeed, her own
sexual desires. Obviously, there are also allusimre to the biblical Eve
and the serpent, along with visual tropes foundiimeteenth-century art,
including images of snakes gliding over women’sibsdn paintings such
as Franz von Stuck’s powerf@ensuality(1891) or John Collierd.ilith
(1892).

Although echoes of theemme fatalevork to complicate the issue of
Eliza’s passivity, Schenck’s video is primarily enésted in exploring and
utilising the male gaze — the convention that ptynmen to look and
women to serve as objects for male visual pleagase outlined most
famously by Laura Mulvey). In the scenario hereckNCave’s unnamed
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character is dramatically vilified, so that we knako is to blame for the
beautiful woman’s tragedy and for turning it intospectacle. The music
video genre requires images that are easily idabld, even simplistic,
enabling the audience to understand a story icdhgpressed time of a few
minutes. Thus, Eliza is associated with symbolpwity (a rose, a cross),
while the nameless masculine figure is associated lew, traditionally
‘evil’ creatures. When this figure takes the ribbfstom Eliza’s hair, a
horrific glossy centipede slides past the dyed-sé@nds. Schenck has
remarked that one of his favorite shots shows timéight briefly lighting up

a spider web in front of Nick Cave, as he is walkihrough the woods
toward the murder site, suggesting that he luresnevo into his web.
Although Eliza can be viewed as a creature with dwen desires, aligned
with the serpent, the actions of this snake actisbem more threatening to
her than empowering. The snake slithers over Hibady in the same way
that the man’s hands caress her without inhibitikmsgering between her
legs, the snake most likely alludes to Cave’s attaraas a sexual predator.
Much different from the man she thought he was, dhe “who with a
careful hand” wiped the tears from her face, hestd# cross from her neck
and places a single red rose in her mouth at tdeokethe video in a gesture
of symbolic rape.

As Elisabeth Bronfen makes clear, the fascinatiath wlead or
deathly women, such as Schenck’s Eliza Day, has hdgeervasive element
in Western culture and its artifacts, and figuneshsas that of Ophelia recur
as both literary and visual tropes. Like Ophelie tragic Lady of Shalott
was an icon of the Victorian era. By the end oftiveeteenth century, there
were over fifty representations in British paintinfthe Lady of Shalott,
exemplifying a fetish for morbid images of femirtin{Mariotti 2004: para.
2). Rocky Schenck has reported that, after finigtiwhere the Wild Roses
Grow, he received a number of calls from other musgiho wanted him
to produce similar work to accompany their songhefick agreed to one
other projects, the video for Jerry Cantrell's ‘8png’, but finally asserted
that he would not do any more “dead people vidéS8shenck 2009b) — an
interesting choice of phrasing, on his part, whatkscures the gendered
component of the imagery.

Although separated by time and genre, Millais’anpag and
Schenck’s video alike remind viewers that immolféenale bodies are
attractive commodities. Both works, moreover, tgci#tsk us to consider
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how these images were constructed and how the éemabels were or
were not complicit in their creation. The storyMillais’s model, Elizabeth

Siddal, becoming ill with pneumonia after posingaald bathwater for

excruciatingly long stretches of time, has becoimngoat as famous as the
painting itself. Although Kylie Minogue was actuallloating in a special

sanitised tank of heated water, the video intealigrhides this apparatus.

Figure 6: Image from Schenck’s collection, documentingdsetign for
music video, reprinted with kind permission fromdRg Schenck.

Even after learning of the heated tank, those wkdamiliar with the story
of Millais’s Opheliacannot help but recall Siddal's masochistic saajfas
they watch Minogue submerged in the water, lyinlly stith a giant snake
slithering around her limp body. The spectacle mcamfortable, even
‘squirm-inducing’, in its sado-masochism; yet wenmat turn our eyes
away.

The video tries, however, to anticipate and assoagsense of guilt
in watching by making some gesture toward anthragpfism, invoking
connections between human spectators and the fangsials represented
here: like these animals, we are present obsetwarshelpless and not
involved with the crime. Schenck has reported tHhakector Charles
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Laughton’s 1955 film classicThe Night of the Hunteralso influenced
Where the Wild Roses Grown this melodrama, a man marries a rich
widow for her money. When she realises his int&et,murders her and
submerges her body in the river. In a particulatilling scene — one that
has shaped Schenck’s vision — her children aragrio escape their angry
stepfather by boat. Unbeknownst to them, the afriigrass over the body of
their dead mother. The innocence of the childresh tannkling stars are at
odds with this morbid predicament. Even strangehéspresence of an odd
assortment of woodland creatures, such as a frag aamabbit, which
observe the whole scene. Similar creatures are saatiered throughout
Where the Wild Roses Grpnot only alluding to the fairytale-like quality o
the 1955 film, but also alerting the spectatorhte act of watching. In one
scene, a sweet-looking rabbit sits by the deatsdobt, while the murderer
runs his hands all over Eliza’s body. Instead dfrafng our ‘rabbit-like’
innocence, however, these creatures can also &ereenind us that, unlike
them, we have chosen to watch her death: we engighmg and, most
likely, we will watch it again, as the availabilitf video through Youtube
and other Internet sites allows for multiple *hits’

Millais’s paintingOpheliawas, of course, the vision of a male artist
who was primarily addressing an audience of mateswemers — Victorian
art critics, potential purchasers, and fellow mermsl# the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood. The video aiVhere the Wild Roses Grpwowever, relies on
the cross-gender contributions by both Nick Cawe leylie Minogue, while
targeting male and female spectators alike. Agasnalready noted in the
discussion of Kaplan, both genders receive pleasuroking and the
female viewer, too, can take an active part, evéenamhe erotic fantasy
involves the sight of a passive woman (Kaplan 1988. But Schenck’s
video raises ethical questions that go beyond Keéplieoretical concerns.
Unlike the safe sensation of looking at the pamtithe feelings potentially
evoked by film are different and more challengikighere the Wild Roses
Grow reminds the spectators that we, regardless of egerate guilty
observers.

Looking at Millais’s painting, viewers are meantgoeve over the
tragic loss of a young and beautiful woman and, uiemeously, to
appreciate an image so well executed. The visualditat®n is
uninterrupted, for there is no one else withinfthene; Ophelia is obviously
unaware of the viewer’'s presence, and Hamlet isrgb#n the music video,

Neo-Victorian Studies 3:2 (2010)



68 Rachael Baitch Zeleny

however, we cannot avoid an ominous male preseioceNick Cave’s
character is everywhere. His presence signals doatidience the moral
ambiguity involved in taking pleasure in the spelgaf the dead woman —
one who, moreover, is not a suicide, but a victimmorrder. Even in the
shots that do not include Cave, his baritone voies®nates through the
landscape, overpowering Minogue’s soprano. And Matpogue’s character
Is not as still, quiet or as unaware as Millaisjgh@lia. Shenck indicates that
shots of her walking through the fields are intehtle be seen as shots of
her ghost, lingering after death in order to telf ktory. Although there are
some frames where her eyes are glassy and mosorilesre are others
where she makes eye contact with the viewer andghee follows the
camera. Unlike Ophelia, for better or for worseiz&lknows that we are
watching. We cannot retain our innocence, for wiatgiCave and watching
Cave watch Minogue alters how we view the framed tlepict Minogue
alone.

In the shots of Cave, we are implicated as hisinvglland trusted
witness. He frequently makes eye contact with drmera as he tells/sings
his tale, acknowledging our presence and our fatioim with seeing and
hearing this story. He does not balk at providirg with his morbid
philosophy: “all beauty must die.” We follow Cavedstions, as he picks up
a rock to use as a weapon. The camera closesshote him washing blood
from his palms. Yet, although the video recordsriae figure raising the
weapon and rinsing the blood from his hands, isdu® show the actual act
of murder. Although Eliza’s character claims to slkee “rock in his fist”,
neither character discusses the actual death Qlbis.omission allows us to
remain where Cave wants us to be, immersed in tfzege, dreamlike
trance. We are not watching events in real time;ane seeing an edited
version of events that have already occurred, aatet memory or re-
imagining of the past. In this surreal constructminevents, there is no
explicit violence, and Eliza Day is always beadtifélthough we assume
that she dies from the rock to the back of the hdlagl only blood ever
shown is on the murderer's hands; Eliza’s imageungainted, because
Cave’s character desires us to see her this ways@does the camera.

The frames that include the figures of both Nickv€and Kylie
Minogue are especially unsettling, for we cannotoidv spectator
identification with Cave’s nameless lover/murderér. the scenes that,
according to Schenck, made Nick Cave a “nervouschkirgSchenck
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2009b), he runs his hands over her dead body, gazes down at her. By
watching him watch her, a spectator must conframbh her own eroticised
pleasure in looking and its connection here witindke victimisation. A
female viewer is required to acknowledge what Kagays most women
are reluctant to admit, namely that “pleasure cofr@s identification with
objectification” (Kaplan 1983: 28).

The majority of the shots of Eliza are from abole@king down at
her, so that the camera conflates the spectataFe gt the victim with that
of the victimizer. In a shot like the one belowistibecomes particularly
evident, for the male hand is visible within thegpapleft-hand of the frame.
The foliage in the foreground is blurred, mimickingtural human vision;
our eyes tend to de-emphasise material closest o arder to focus on the
object we desire to view. This technique, in additto the sight of the
‘anonymous’ detached hand, suggests that it coellduy hand, reinforcing
spectator identification.

Figure 7: Still from Where the Wild Roses Grawusic video,
reprinted with kind permission from Rocky Schenck.
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This hand becomes even more sinister, as it stithkeefemale corpse. With
a sickening jolt, we recognise that the controllvand’s actions determine
the spectator’'s pleasure in watching the video, aothplicity in the
disturbing forced identification with the obsessiwedator feels strangely
like a sexual violation.

Notably, the video appears to respond to our tralNear the end of
the action, the disembodied hand guiltily reachesird and closes the
beautiful corpse’s eyes. The last thing we seerbafar eyes, or the ‘eyes’
of the camera, also close, or before we avert gas,eis a beautiful
landscape shot. In this lovely scene, the murdamer his pretty victim are
barely visible. They become part of the glowingageful riverside. Aside
from the gently rustling leaves, the landscapeeidautly still, as though we
were looking at a safely remote and aestheticisetbian painting, such as
those described in Elizabeth Prettejoh#is for Art's Sake: Aestheticism in
Victorian Painting(2007). The screen goes black, and our distace fne
image is reaffirmed.

In her recent studyQphelia and Victorian Visual Culturé008),
Kimberly Rhodes highlights the “pervasiveness oh@ja” as a “resonance
that exists between our own era and the periodicb¥a’s reign” (Rhodes
2008: 2). Rhodes points to the current uses of ith@ge in “popular
psychology books aimed at teenage girls and theitherms, in the
mainstream culture cinema and, of course, in theatind art galleries”
(Rhodes 2008: 2). In 1998, the gift shop at Taté&aBr sold 21,700
postcards of Millais’Ophelig a number second only to postcard sales of
John William Waterhouse’sady of Shalot{(1888) (Grigg 2004: 52). Both
Ophelia and the Lady of Shalott have become nastagsthetic occasions
for exploring from afar the desire to look at amdpbssess young women
who remain frozen in time. However, a video such\éere the Wild Roses
Grow intimates that viewers are not satisfied with sditance. A postcard
is not enough; we need to be closer to Ophelisgeclto the Victorian. Or,
perhaps, in a very Victorian way, we experiencetaige for an idealised
past that will forever be uncorrupted by changet §eat nostalgia is
tempered with a postmodern suspicion of the aasthetour contemporary
world of media images of sexual violence, where wois bodies are often
the sites upon which we inscribe our own perverseeties about meaning,
narrative, and beauty, it seems as though we cén aamnect with the
beautiful by reinserting an antiquated aesthetic vidlence. (Neo-)

Neo-Victorian Studies 3:2 (2010)



Ophelia, the Singing Corpse 71

Victorianism provides a contextually rich and, margortantly, profitable
place to negotiate our own attitudes towards dspticdeath, female beauty
and visuality. This new ‘interactive’ Ophelia allevan unsettling intimacy
of which the Pre-Raphaelites could only have drehmeor perhaps had
very vicious nightmares about. We are no longeasspd by the painting’s
frame. It is our bodies that submit to the unnegwaresses, or it is our hand
that pushes Ophelia beneath the water every timgress ‘play’.

Notes

1. The author would like to thank Dr. Margaret Stdor her time and
suggestions in revising this work.

2. The author would like to thank Rocky Schenck taiscerely for his kind
cooperation in the writing of this article and tbe very generous sharing of
his time and information. Schenck permitted a ooerfphone interview and
also provided numerous emails detailing the procdssaking this music
video. All of the photo stills and storyboard imaga this article are the
property of Rocky Schenck and have been reprodwitechis permission.
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