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Steven Allen’sCinema, Pain and Pleasure: Consent and the Controlled Body (2013)
examines Richard Dyer’s concept of radical pleasaken to its most extreme. The
basis of Allen’s book is formed by his 2003 doctdhesis,A Pleasure in Pain, which

he completed under Dyer’s supervision at the Usiteof Warwick’s Department of
Film and Television Studies. In his study AllenSanior Lecturer in Film Studies at
the University of Winchester, looks at various pices which might be considered
less socially acceptable (taboo), illegal, immanglin some cases, both. The central
theme that unites the work is the way in which oarver the body is represented on
screen.

The book is broken up into five distinct sectioeach chapter analysing the
cinematic presentation of a different taboo subj@dtese taboos range from the
differing ways, both positive and negative, that 8 (Bondage and discipline,
Dominance and submission, and Sadomasochism) leaspoetrayed in cinema to the
raft of torture-porn films that emerged from Hollgod in the first decade of the 21
century. Michel Foucault'®iscipline and Punish (1979) is used extensively in the
chapter concerning BDSM, and is referenced in fafuthe book’s six chapters, so
perhaps comes closest to serving as a foundation umich Allen constructs his
theory. Rather than propose a new theory with whelkanalyse cinema, however,
Allen’s work encourages the reader to reconsider dtereotypical ways in which
traditionally taboo topic§l bondage, domination and submission, body modifinat
fetishization of the disabled, masochismare considered.

Allen is to be praised for the scope of his studliyalysing an array of films
ranging from obscure 1930s works sucias Mask of Fu Manchu (1932) to kitchen
sink dramas such &is Sorting Life (1963) to theSaw franchise of the Zicentury,
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the study is thorough and well-researched. By ir@jatulturally accepted forms of
body control (tattooing and piercing, for exampiath forms of control that are either
culturally taboo, and therefore misunderstood (aghe case of BDSM play), or
illegal and immoral (the ‘artistic serial killergf chapter 4), Allen re-situates the
reader’s expectations and encourages a more nusiseof control of the body.
Allen begins his study with a brief history of tbentral concepts of his work
[0 sadism, masochism, and the controlled body it§elffollowed by a broad
overview of previous scholarship on both BDSM amel inore general concept of the
controlled body. While acknowledging their importan in the field, Allen
problematizes figures such as Krafft-Ebing, Freau], more contemporarily, Laura
Mulvey for their ‘gendering’ of sadomasochism. Allexplains that the refusal of
Krafft-Ebing and others to accept the possibilifyfamale sadism combined with the
active male-passive female dynamic described byw®uin her work have resulted
in a general understanding of sadomasochism thatotsrepresentative of the
subculture. Additionally, Allen states what mighin€tion as the primary thesis for

the entire workd

Marking the flesh, confronting trauma, enduringtr@st and accepting
passivity are all components of the controlled hoayd these pleasurable
pains have the potential to be represented in thaner they are felt and
interpreted by participants in comparable socig.aCommonly though, these
practices are relegated to cinematic shorthandderancy... (p.25)

The chapter entitled ‘BDSM at the Movies’, concamrepresentations of BDSM in
both documentary and feature film, breaks dowmtgative association feature films
usually draw with the subculture. Allen contendsttimany of the wrongly-held
opinions concerning BDSM ‘[originate] from false sasptions pioneered in
psychoanalytic studies’ (p.29). The author spendshrof the chapter comparing the
reality of BDSM, as found in the documenta®ck: The Life and Death of Bob
Flanagan, Supermasochist, with the glamorised, falsified portrayal of thebsulture
in such films asSecretary and, especiallgmm. Allen finds this latter film particularly
problematic in that its portrayal of BDSM (and niwaditional sexual subcultures
generally) conforms to virtually every negativerstitype that Allen is attempting to

breakdown.
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The chapters ‘Playing with Control’ and ‘Choosingrilire Instead of
Submission’ are also particularly noteworthy. Oigad sequentially, ‘Playing with
Control’ analyses the glorification of self-punisem (masochism) found in several
films produced in the last decade of thd' 2@ntury, with particular attention paid to
David Fincher’s filmsThe Game and Fight Club. The following chapter, ‘Choosing
Torture’, functions as a denouement of sorts, whdlen, using theSaw franchise,
combines all of the different themes analysed eéwork. In this chapter Allen draws
a connection between the surge in popularity atute porn’ films and the loss of a
sense of security and stability felt in the Uni&tdtes after the events of 9/11.

Although the study is quite strong throughout, iiaesm might arise from the
chapter focussing on ‘artistic serial killers’. &l himself acknowledges that there is
‘no unifying genre’ (p.95) amongst the differentapkers. There is, nevertheless, a
general motif found throughout the wofk that of control of the living body,
especially where that control intersects with séxahoo. This motif is generally
absent in chapter 4, however, which focuses insteacbntrol of the dead (murdered)
body and the relatively distant relationship thases between the serial killer and the
authority figure trying to catch him. As a resuhe chapter feels somewhat out of
place in a study which, generally, focuses on lyighiimate, personal interactions.

Ultimately, however, this criticism is a minor onand should not distract
from the fact that Allen’s book is both an engagamgl, perhaps more importantly,
necessary analysis. It is engaging because theibawdll written and casts new light
on popular and noteworthy films, and necessary umEahroughout the work Allen
guestions what is and is not considered acceptpidetice in Western society
broadly. In doing so, he encourages the readdring differently not only about the
role the body plays in contemporary cinema andniggad ways in which the body
can be controlled, but also about the arbitrarymadf what society deems acceptable

and what it deems taboo.
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