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Abstract

The mass nedia play an inportant role in socialisation
and influence the construction of neaning. They shape the
way people perceive the world around them Many people
have no contact with disabled people so gain their

know edge of disability fromthe mass nmedia. It therefore
beconmes i nportant understand how t he nedi a shape reality.
Thi s paper uses aspects of semotics to exam ne the
construction of nmeaning and sone of the signs, synbols,
and icons of disability imgery with particul ar enphasis
on the intersection of sexuality and disability on the
silver screen. Conparisons are drawn between negative and
positive portrayals of sex involving disabled characters.
Adul t videos produced specifically for the devotee market
are contrasted with those produced for a w der audience.

We live in an informati on age bonbarded on all sides by
i mges and information hurled at us by the various nass nedi a
all vying for our attention. It is thus evident that the nass
medi a play an inportant role in shaping our perceptions of
reality. That role should not be underestimated. Tan mai ntains
t hat as technol ogy advances, the mass nedia play an ever
increasing role in our daily |lives and our perceptions of
social reality:

The mass nedi a have becone inportant socialisation agents
as well, creating and shaping many of our shared
attitudes, val ues, behavi ours and perceptions of soci al
reality. (Tan 1986, 243)

The mass nedia thus acquire an ability to mani pul ate the
unsuspecting public. The media thensel ves, however, are al so
subj ect to mani pul ation and often produce a distorted i mge of
the world (see Kellner 1992). That can have a direct effect on
how peopl e interact.

This becones particularly relevant when di scussing
i nteraction between di sabl ed people and their nondi sabl ed
counterparts. A disability rights activist in South Africa



commented that many people have little or no direct contact
with disabl ed people (Cohen 1998, interview).

He was not the first person to conment on the problem
Sky News of 18 Decenber 1994 reported that |ack of interaction
was debated in the House of Commobns in Britain follow ng
reports that 30 percent of disabled people in the United
Ki ngdom were deni ed access to public facilities because of
their disability.

Cohen says people who have no interaction with disabled
peopl e get nost, if not all, of their know edge of disability
fromfilmand television. And the inmages of disability in
those nedia are predom nantly negative (Hevey 1992; Morris
1993; Toy 1992). Barnes (1992) takes it further, and
identifies ten stereotypes of disability. OF those, seven are
negati ve.

It is therefore understandabl e that many nondi sabl ed
peopl e responded to the topic of this paper with surprise.
They are amazed that disabled characters in novies do have sex
lives. Anecdotal evidence gleaned frominformal discussion
with friends and col | eagues suggests that nost do not relate

the sexual lives of disabled characters they m ght see in
novies with their own sexuality. It is seen as a plot device
and not as a conmponent of the character's overall identity.

That attitude also reflects a comopn stereotype of disability
identified by Barnes (1992) and Norden (1994): of the disabled
person as sexually abnormal. G ven these m sperceptions, it
beconmes inportant to understand how the nedia construct and
i npart them

Di scussion in the follow ng pages is drawn fromresearch
towards a master of arts in comunication which exam nes how
sem otic analysis of filmand television reveals the way
progranme makers try to inmpose a reading of disability on the
viewers. This paper does not delve deeply into the theory of
sem otics or of mass communi cation and it does not present a
conprehensi ve anal ysis of how film nmakers treat disability.
Instead it focuses nore on application, using aspects of
semotics to take a brief, sonmewhat superficial |ook at the
construction of meaning and sone of the signs, synmbols, and
icons of disability imagery.

Sem otics

Briefly and sinplistically stated, semotics is the
science of signs (Culler 1983; Fiske and Hartley 1978; Eco
1979). There is an abundance of approaches to the science and
many theorists use different ternms for the sane concepts. My
overal |l approach in this paper is informed by the phil osophies
and general ideas of Barthes (1982, 1983, 1986) and specific
anal ysi s based on the nmethods outlined by Eco (1979, 1990).
Wth its origins in linguistics, semotics seeks to uncover
the | ayers of neaning in a text. For the purposes of this
paper texts include words, photographs, filnms, and television
programres.

The starting point for considering semotics is the sign



whi ch can be anything taken by social convention to represent
sonet hing el se. Eco (1979) gives a useful framework from which
to consider sign production, essential to understanding signs
and the role they play in constructing nmeaning. He says sign
producti on takes into account the common use of | anguages,
aest hetic comuni cation, and signs as signhals anong ot her

t hi ngs. Thi s paper focuses on two el enments of semotic

anal ysis: syntagmati c anal ysis and paradi gmati c anal ysi s.
Syntagmatic analysis is |inear analysis which takes note of
the narrative structure. That is useful when anal ysing two
preval ent stereotypes of disability, the disabled person as
evil or victim

Anal ysis of the filmc structure reveal s:

Per son becones di sabl ed.

Disability | eads to bitterness.

Di sabl ed person seeks revenge on society.

Nondi sabl ed person rescues the disabl ed person.

or
Per son becones di sabl ed.

Disability |leads to self-pity.

Di sabl ed person withdraws from society.

Non- di sabl ed person shows di sabled person that life is worth
living.

Par adi gmati ¢ anal ysis does not concern itself at all with
narrative structure and instead | ooks for alterations in
meani ng when any el enent is changed. Thwaites et al. (quoted
in Chandler) note that "paradi gns expand; syntagnms contract.”
In terms of film paradigns can be taken to refer to the
choi ce of shot, transitions between shots, other m es-en-scene
el ements, and applying variables on the paradigmatic axis to
el ements within the shot.

Sonesson (1999) says pictorial semotics is "concerned
wi th understanding the nature and specificity of such neaning,
as vehicles of nmeaning, which are colloquially identified by
the termpicture.” Going further, he inplies that when
anal ysed, pictures which formpart of the same text need not
have the same nature or even be connected to each other. This
distinction allows for a wide diversity of images facilitating
under st andi ng of how one i mage can convey diverse neani ng even
when part of the same text.

Before entering the boudoir, it is useful to consider
paradi gmati c anal ysis of the "largest, nost obvious and
cunbersone prosthesis, the wheelchair" (Lonsdale 1990) which
has assumed iconic status al nost throughout the western world.
It is conceivable that the paradigmw ||l shift dramatically
dependi ng on the type of wheel shown in the image or even the
specific part of the wheelchair depicted. Interestingly, a
wheel chair is usually signified by a cl ose-up of the wheel and
sel dom by other parts of the chair, for exanple the footrests
or handl es at the back which could evoke a different response
in the viewer.

When a wheel chair-user appears on screen, there is often
a tight close-up of a wheel. The shot in question shows the
top half of a wheel dom nating the screen with spokes and



handri m visible. A hand grips the handrimand noves the wheel.

Par adi gmati ¢ anal ysis of three exanples of the wheel
cl ose-up-in the opening sequence of television coverage of the
Sout h African national chanpionships for the physically
di sabled in 1986, in the video Meet Ellen Stohl, and in
tel evision coverage of the 2000 Paral ynpic Games shows how
syntagmati ¢ and paradi gmati c anal ysis conbi ne to evoke starkly
differing responses fromthe viewer.

In the exanple of the South African ganes, the wheel had
a grey tyre, widely spaced bl ack spokes, and a black handrim
close to the outer circunference of the wheel. Part of the
user's thighs and | ower back were also visible. A woman's hand
gri pped the handrimat the right of the screen and slowy
noved across the screen clearly propelling the chair. Despite
t he novenent, the overall inpression was one of stasis. The
wheel then noved out of the shot fromright to left and an
i mge of a young woman's head and shoulders in profile faded
in on the right of the screen. For a brief nonent the wheel
and the woman's profile occupied the screen sinultaneously.

A very slow zoom out reveal ed an attractive young bl onde
woman wearing a | ong-sl eeved track-suit top, long slacks, and
dress shoes sitting in a wheelchair. She then | ooked down and
began to wheel slowly out of the shot, noving across the
screen fromright to left.

She was shown noving across a grassy surface that
appeared to be on a ridge with the city skyline dimy visible
in the background creating a sense of isolation. Low key sl ow
musi c, nuted colours, very slow nmovenments and soft |ighting
t hr oughout the sequence conbined to subtly evoke a sense of
pity at seeing an attractive young worman using a wheel chair

In Meet Ellen Stohl, filmed in 1987 in the United States,
the paradigmatic elenents of a simlar syntagm evoke a
di fferent response. There is a cut to a close-up of a wheel
whi ch conpletely fills the bottomtwo-thirds of the screen. It
is simlar to a bicycle wheel with many netal spokes, a grey
tyre, and grey handrimclose to the tyre. There are snal
col oured beads at the junction of every alternate spoke and
the wheel rim The user's thighs, hips, and |l ower back are
vi si bl e.

A wonan's hand grips the handrimat the right of the
screen and noves across quickly to the left. Her arm noves
back quickly for the next push. Her arm the noving spokes,
and col oured beads all create a sense of fast nmovenent and
physi cal activity while the wheel remains centred in the
franme. The sense of vibrancy is reinforced by strong, bright
i ghting and upbeat background musi c.

The canmera cuts to a shot of the wheel fromthe front.
Parts of the chair's frame and the edge of the user's cushion
are visible at the right of the screen. The wheel and rim
clearly revolving, are at the centre. The woman's hand hangs
down at the left, her fingers lightly curled around but not
touching the rim Her fingernails are painted. The canera then
cuts to an overhead |ong shot of purple foliage. Through the



| eaves and bl ossons one sees an attractive young bl onde woman
wearing a white tank top, short denimskirt, ankle socks, and
tennis shoes sitting with her | egs crossed wheeling along a
concrete pathway past other people. Also noteworthy is the
fact that it is a bright, sunny sumrer day.

The canmera cuts to a shot of the woman coming towards it,
her arns outstretched as she steers her chair by noving her
upper body. The canera tracks her as she crosses it, passing
ot her people and finally spinning her chair through 180
degrees as she stops and joins a group of friends.

Unli ke the first exanple above, this sequence does not
evoke pity. Nor does it evoke undue adm ration. The novenent,
musi c, bright sunshine, and colours conbine to portray a
happy, socially active young woman who happens to use a
wheel chair. That is reinforced by the transition between shots
- the cut.

If filmis conpared to |anguage, cutting between shots is
anal ogous to the full stop between sentences (cf. Metz 1974;
Monaco 1980). Short, snappy sentences create a sense of
urgency. The tenpo of the text increases. Cutting between
shots hel ped create the vibrancy in this sequence. The
sunshine is also worth conmenti ng on because in literature the
sun has | ong been used as a netaphor for |life. The bright
sunshine in this syntagm subtly signals that there is life
after disability.

The wheel close-up was also featured frequently during
tel evision coverage of the 2000 Paral ynpic Ganes. The canera
usually cut to a wheel which filled nost of the screen. The
wheel 1s larger than usual, canbered at a noticeabl e angle and
often has a spoke-guard. The handrimis small and at the
centre of the wheel, near the axle. Part of the user's |egs
and | ower back are visible. The user's hand either dangles
next to the handrimor rests lightly on it rather than pushing
t he wheel. The hand is gloved and the fingers flex gently,
causing strong forearm nuscles to ripple.

The canmera cuts to an overhead | ong shot of the racers
lined up in the starting blocks. It then cuts to a close-up of
an athlete's face and pans fromathlete to athlete. It tilts
down to a close-up of the wheel and cuts to another |ong shot
of the athletes listening for the starter's pistol. A
comment at or gives information about the athletes and the event
whi |l e stadi um sounds are heard in the background.

This sequence is virtually identical to those of all
tel evised races: the camera shows the athletes in the starting
bl ocks under starter's orders; focuses on the athletes' faces
to show their concentration and tension; zooms in on their
shoes agai nst the bl ocks and their fingers supporting them as
they prepare to run; then zooms out or cuts to a long shot to
show t hem expl ode into action as the starter fires the pistol.

Par al ynpi ¢ gol d-nedal | i st Li nda Mastandrea noted that
medi a coverage of such events conveyed a "sense of power," as
opposed to the "sense of pity" often evoked in dramatic
producti ons (Mastandrea 1998, interview). She also comrented
on how people's reactions to her in daily life differed



dependi ng on the type of chair she was using. They would
usually avoid initiating contact when she used her street
chair, but when using her racing chair "people would conme up
and comment and start to talk about sport.” An i nport ant
nm es-en-scene el enent in paradigmatic analysis is canera
angle. In the Meet Ellen Stohl syntagm di scussed above, when
she approached the canera it was at her eye level helping to
reinforce the inpression of normalcy. Film makers often use a
hi gh canmera angl e | ooki ng down on the subject to convey an

i npressi on of superiority. When the canera | ooks down on a
wheel chair user, it reinforces all the negative stereotypes of
di sability.

And now to the sexual stereotype of disability. In the
novies it is alnost taken for granted that disabled people are
i ncapabl e of normal sexual relations. Certainly in many novies
whi ch contain disabled characters that character is often
depi cted as asexual. Ellen Stohl, who in 1987 becanme the first
parapl egic to nodel for Playboy, says disabled wonmen have a
particularly hard time because "if you're paralysed it's okay
to have a brain, but you're not allowed to have a body" (Stohl
1998, interview). She cited the need to "regain ny identity as
a woman" as a notivating factor in her decision to pose for
Pl ayboy.

Mai nstream novi es whi ch feature di sabl ed characters often
portray that struggle for identity. In Passion Fish, for
exanple, the main character - May-Alice, a forner soap opera
star paralysed in an accident - finds it hard to believe that
a guy who invites her to go for a boat ride with himis
actually interested in her. He is married and after the trip
May- Al ice comments to her caregiver that his wife does not
have to worry because she can no | onger have sex.

That scene reflects Ellen Stohl's experience. She noted
that if she flirts with married men while in her wheel chair,
their wives do not perceive her as a threat. She said it was
under st andabl e because there are still no i mages of disabled
wonen as sexual beings, with sexual needs, in nost of the
films and tel evision shows bei ng produced today.

Disability Imagery in Film and Video

Paradi gmati c anal ysis of Passion Fish is interesting
because the imge of disability shifts as the character
develops. In the early part of the film when the negative
stereotypes prevail, the scenes are dimy |it, background
music is in a mnor key, and the general feeling conveyed is
one of gl oom and hopel essness. But as the character devel ops
and the positive inmages creep in, the lighting and col ours
beconme brighter, the canera angl es becone nore enpowering, and
upbeat nusic plays. Towards the end of the film May-Alice al so
begins to accept her suitor's advances.

Early in the film My-Alice is seen being wheel ed through
an airport. Unlike nost filnms, which would focus on the wheel,
the image is of her legs and feet. She wears bl ack | eggi ngs



whi ch make her | egs appear thin and flat black shoes. It is a
fairly tight close-up, shot head-on, of her feet on the

wheel chair's footrests. Her immbility is effectively
contrasted with the noving feet around her. Though effective,
the imge is negative because it connotes hel pl essness and
dependence.

As the canmera zoonms out we see her sitting dwarfed in a
hospital chair wearing sunglasses and trying to di sappear. She
reluctantly responds when fans recogni se her and ask for her
aut ograph. We then see her in her own chair, a Quickie, the
correct size and nore appropriate. Her posture in the chair,
and her general deneanour, give the inpression that she
dislikes it intensely. She spends npost of the first part of
the filmon a sofa in front of a television trying to drink
hersel f to death.

She goes through nunerous caregivers until Chantelle
arrives. She has problens of her own, needs the job
desperately, is strong enough to stand up to her enpl oyer, and
she "rescues” May-Alice. This is the classic stereotype of a
nondi sabl ed person rescui ng the disabled person. The
connot ati ons are overwhel m ngly negative inplying that
di sabl ed people are unable to |ive unless hel ped by their
nondi sabl ed counterparts.

As May- Alice gains strength and begins to cone to terns
with her disability, we see nore brightly Iit shots and scenes
of her in skirts starting to |ive again. The scene immedi ately
before the boat ride is instructive as May-Alice tries to
deci de what to wear. It is rem niscent of any nunber of novies
in which young girls agonise over the clothes to wear for a
first date. Finally May-Alice decides to wear shorts for the
boat ride and, by the end of the novie, she appears as a wonman
secure enough to speak her own m nd.

Despite this relatively positive portrayal, there is no
physi cal intimcy between May-Alice and her suitor even at the
end of the filmwhen she has clearly conme to accept her
disability. There are, however, nunerous scenes of physical
intimcy between Chantelle and her suitors. This underm nes
the nore positive aspects of the filnm s depiction of
disability and sexuality.

As the boundaries of so-called "normal" sexuality are
redefined for the silver screen, we can expect nore i mges of
disability to creep in too. One exanple of this redefinition
is the amount of bondage now seen in mainstreamcinem. A few
years ago such fare was only obtainable at adult outlets.

A particularly striking exanple of how disability imgery
creeps in appears in Peter Medak's 1992 film Roneo |Is Bl eeding
whi ch features Gary O dman as crooked cop Jack Gri mal di
assigned to guard captured assassin Mona Demar kov, wonderfully
portrayed by Lena A in.

Demar kov begins the filmwith a mnor disability, the
third and fourth fingers of her left hand are nissing. The
m ssing fingers and the sexual tension between Ginmaldi and
Demar kov are fixed in the viewer's mnd early in the film



Gimal di takes Demarkov to a notel roomto guard her
while waiting for federal agents to take her into their
custody. After they enter the room and he renoves her
handcuffs, she goes to sit on a chair with a wi ndow behi nd
her. She sits with her | egs spread and her hands on her
thighs. There is a patch of sunlight on the ground on the |eft
of the screen and part of a desk is seen at the left of the
screen.

The canmera slowy zoons in on her, and she | ooks to the
left as Gimldi wal ks across the roomtowards the desk. The
canera cuts to a long shot, fromher left, |ooking towards the
desk. Demarkov is seen in profile, and she donm nates the
foreground. Her left hand is clearly visible resting on her
| eft thigh, showing the m ssing fingers.

Gimaldi walks to her and offers her a cigarette which
she takes with her left hand. The camera then cuts to a cl ose-
up of her hands shot from above to show what Grimal di sees as
he | ooks down. Her dress has fallen open and he can al so see
her slip, the tops of her black stockings, and the bare fl esh
of her thighs above the stockings.

The canmera cuts to a close-up of Gimaldi's face shot
frombelow to reflect what Demarkov sees as she | ooks up at
him He is staring down at her with a slightly dazed
expressi on. The canera then cuts back to the cl ose-up of
Demar kov' s thighs shot from above to reflect Gimaldi's view.
She slowy crosses her right | eg over her left and transfers
the cigarette to her right hand, then sits with her |egs
crossed and both hands resting on her right thigh. Again the
m ssing fingers are noticeabl e.

Then comes a cut to a nedium shot of the room filmed
fromthe left slightly behind Gimldi, of Demarkov | ooking up
at him Hi s arm donm nates the foreground. As she | ooks at him
Demar kov says, "It's not polite to stare.” The canera cuts to
a nmedium shot from the opposite side and | ooking up as
Gimaldi | eans down and forward to |ight Demarkov's cigarette.

Next is a tight close-up of Demarkov, shot fromthe
front, as the cigarette is |lit. Her face is shown in a tight
close up, filnmed fromslightly below so that one is | ooking up
at her. Her face dom nates the right three quarters of the
screen with the light square of the window at the left of the
screen. Demarkov | ooks up at Grimaldi, purses her |ips
seductively, and then exhales a thin stream of cigarette snoke
from between her lips, a classic femme fatal e shot.

The interplay and sexual tension between Demarkov and
Grimal di continues and the sequence eventually ends with her
seducing himwith Gimldi flat on his back on the floor with
his trousers undone and Demarkov sitting on top of him npst
of her clothes discarded.

Hol | ywood' s | eadi ng | adies very sel dom have any bl em shes
particularly if they are supposed to be sexy and seducti ve.
Demar kov is sexy and seductive and her character in the film
uses those attributes as weapons. Thus, in classic Hollywood,
her m ssing fingers would rule her out as a sexual partner for
Grimaldi. She can play that role here only because the nissing



fingers are a crucial plot device.

During the course of the film Demarkov doubl e-crosses her
Mafi a bosses and conspires with Gimaldi to fake her death. To
do so she needs a body. She tricks Grimaldi into killing his
girl friend, and after he flees the scene, cuts the body down,
renoves its left armand replaces it with her own, now
severed, arm and sets the body alight. The m ssing fingers
were used to identify the body as Demarkov's.

Shortly thereafter comes a marvel ous scene which begins
with a tight close-up of Demarkov clipping some | eather straps
into place. As the camera pulls out, we see that she is
wearing a black | eather corset-type garnent that pushes her
breasts up from beneath | eaving the nipples and upper hal ves
of the breasts bare. The black | eather straps and clips over
her left shoul der hold her artificial armin place.

She reaches down with her right hand and brings her
artificial hand up, locks the armat the el bow, and gives a
smal | grunt of satisfaction. She then turns to |left and right,
admring herself in the mirror. She is holding a cigarette and
t he snmoke curls up around her face. The scene is shot from
bel ow, putting her in a position of power. It is rem niscent
of the way the classic femme fatale is shown in many gangster
films and resonates the first cigarette scene, described
above.

The canmera zoons in on the image in the mrror and we see
Demar kov turn her back and wal k towards a bed. It is shown in
a long shot and Gimaldi is |lying unconscious on the bed
handcuffed to the iron bedstead. The canera cuts to a close-up
of an artificial hand which reaches out and prods Gi mal di
awake. It then cuts to a nedium shot of Gimaldi waking up and
realising that he is handcuffed to the bed.

The canmera then cuts to a |long shot of the |ocale and we
see Demar kov standi ng behi nd sone plants wearing a | oose-
fitting black blouse with the Ieft sleeve hanging enpty. Next
is acut to a close-up of her face which fills the top half of
the screen. The bottom part of the screen is filled wth
col ourful plants.

We then see Demarkov in a nedium shot, shown from
Gimal di's perspective, approaching him and standing over him
She reaches into her blouse, pulls a gun out, points it at
him and says, "Did you m ss ne, sweetheart?" The canera cuts
to a medium shot of Grimaldi who | ooks up at his arns
handcuffed to the iron bedstead behind his head.

The canera then cuts to a nmedi um shot of Demar kov who
puts the gun down on a bedside table and sits on the bed
seem ngly on top of Gimaldi. There is sone conversation
bet ween them and she |ies down, manoeuvering so that she is
lying half on top of himw th her head on his shoul der. Wre
it not for the fact that they are both clothed and he is
handcuffed to the bed, and sweating profusely, this could be
any couple lying in bed after naking |ove.

The canmera next cuts to another close-up of the two of
them this time fromthe side, and Demarkov asks, "Wanna buy
yourself sonme tine?" The canera rises slightly and Demar kov



sits up | ooking down on Grimaldi, then noves out of the frane.
There is a close-up of Gimaldi |ooking up at her and he nods
slightly. She then cones into the frame again, and she teases
him lightly brushing his lips with hers, but noving away as
he responds.

Demar kov moves up and out of the frame and the canera
lingers briefly in a close-up of Gimaldi |ooking up. It cuts
to a medi um shot of her, seen fromthe waist up and slightly
bel ow. One gets the inpression that she is on the bed kneeling
over Grimaldi. She then renoves her blouse, revealing her
artificial left arm

The canmera cuts to a close-up of Grinmaldi | ooking up at
her, then cuts to a nmedium shot of her | ooking down at him
and she says, "Wth or without?" The canmera cuts to a close-up
of Grimaldi |ooking up. He swallows, stares steadily at
Demar kov, and says, "W thout."

The canmera imrediately cuts to a tight close-up of
Demar kov's face. She frowns slightly, her lips curl up a
little at the corners as though she is about to smle, though
no hint of a smle reaches her eyes. Her lips return to a
neutral position, and she begins to look to her left and down
with an al nost apprehensi ve expression on her face. The canera
tilts down and pans to the right, so that her face is no
| onger in the franme, and her right armenters the frame com ng
across her body to unclip the | eather straps at her |eft
shoul der. The canera tilts down as she renoves her artificial
armreveal ing a bandaged above-el bow stunp. The camera lingers
briefly, with her bare breast filling the left of the screen
and the bandaged stump dangling down next to it on the right
of the screen. The entire sequence was shown in a close-up
with tilting and panning the only novenent of the canera.

The canmera cuts to a tight close-up of Demarkov's face,
seen fromslightly below with her | ooking down, as a huge grin
spreads across her face and she | aughs mani acally. The canera
then cuts to an overhead | ong shot of the room and we see her
fromthe back, sitting on Gimaldi's | egs. She hurls the
artificial armover her head and it flies towards the canera
arcing down and to the left before disappearing fromthe
frame. The camera imediately cuts to a close-up of the
prosthesis smashing into gl asses on a sideboard and the screen
fades to bl ack.

Thr oughout this sequence the cuts between shots act
al nost as a visual dialogue mrroring the conversation between
the characters. The cut is by nature a sudden transition
conveying a sense of urgency. In this sequence it heightens
t he sexual tension between the characters.

A nunber of aspects make this scene unusual. There is the
overt sexuality of Demarkov's character even after she has her
arm anput ated. The fact that she is in a dom nant position
al nost throughout the film and particularly in this sequence,
is al so unusual. Disabled characters are sel dom shown in
positions of power. Particularly unusual is the frane
i mmedi ately after she renoves her artificial arm where her
stunp is shown next to her bare breast. The breast is an



al nost universal icon of desirability and sexuality. Stunps
are seldom seen in the same |ight.

I nformal discussion with friends who al so saw the novie
reveal ed that the juxtaposition of the stunp and the bare
breast nmade the stunp nore acceptable. Some expressed surprise
that they did not feel a sense of revul sion when seeing the
stunp and attributed that to the presence of the breast in the
frame. (This observation is based entirely on informal
conversation and was not part of any form of scientific
enquiry.)

It is reasonable to assune that nost viewers would not
regard this scene, with its clear overtones of sado-masochi sm
as "normal." That sexuality of such a nature is shown in a
mai nstream novi e, w thout being an essential plot device, is
itself interesting though beyond the scope of this paper. Also
interesting, and noteworthy, is the simlarity between this
scene and the many sex scenes in mainstream novies: the canera
angles, lighting, and transition between shots were identical
to those usually used when onscreen sexual encounters between
young |l overs are shown. The only difference was the nature of
the sex depicted and the disability el ement.

Despite the noves towards a nore positive portrayal of
di sabl ed peopl e as sexual beings, these films still contained
power ful negative imges. It is thus worthwhile to | ook
briefly at the videos Ellen Stohl nade for Playboy and conpare
their treatment of disability and sexuality.

Meet Ellen Stohl was produced by Playboy in 1987 and
tells how Stohl approached the nagazine to nodel for it.
Significantly, this video does not include any nudity apart
fromwhere the canmera briefly pans over Stohl's |ayout in the
magazi ne. And even then there is significantly |less nudity
than usual and it is inpossible to see that she is disabl ed.

Al so, the first visual indication of the wheelchair on
screen is a long shot of Ellen Stohl sitting in the chair
agai nst a brown backdrop of what appears to be |inen
draperies. She is wearing a white bl ouse, brown skirt, and her
hair is carefully coifed. She speaks briefly about herself and
t hen the wheel syntagm appears on the screen.

There are cuts between the static shot of Stohl in her
chair to scenes of her answering questions after a lecture or
doi ng stretching exercises in what appears to be an enpty
dance studio. In one scene, the canera cuts to a | ong shot of
a bar and Stohl sitting on a barstool. In a voice over she
descri bes how nen flirt with her or try to get her to dance
when she sits on a barstool and her wheelchair is hidden, but
tend to ignore her if she sits in her wheel chair.

I n 1994 Stohl again nade a video for Playboy docunenting
t he making of a poster to celebrate sexuality and disability.
A Body in Mdtion Remains in Mdtion begins with a noonlit scene
of a nude woman floating on her back in sonme water. The woman
is Ellen Stohl. She noves her arms in a breaststroke notion
and nmoves fromright to |l eft across the screen. The ripples in
the water reflect silvery light and her breasts protrude from



the water |ike islands. Stohl says in a voice over, "I really

think sex is a wonderful thing. | enjoy sex very nmuch. It's
the nost intimate form of comrunication, and certainly a form
of communication | like to participate in."

The next significant sequence in this video is the actual
sex scene. It begins with a Iong shot of a couple at a table,
shot agai nst a sunset. The canmera cuts to the cl ose-up of
Stohl's face, then cuts to a nedium shot of the couple. The
edge of a round table is in the foreground, Stohl sitting at
the left of the screen, and her conpani on wal ks towards her
fromthe right. He reaches out, takes her hand and pulls and
she rolls towards him He bends down over her and they begin
to caress and neck. Stohl conmments in a voice over, "You know,
the chair is great to have sex in. It's got its own rocking
nmotion that can really work well.™

The canmera cuts to a nmedium shot, fromthe side of the
tabl e, and one sees the entire chair, with Stohl sitting in
it, and part of a house in the background to the left. Her
conpani on strai ghtens, then | eans down and lifts her out of
the chair. The enpty wheelchair rolls back and is stopped by
the table as he carries her into the house.

I n many romantic scenes the male partner scoops his |over
up into his arnms and carries her across the threshold. The
only difference in this scene was the presence of a wheelchair
at the beginning of it.

The canmera views them from behind and follows theminto
t he bedroom Thereafter cone typical sex scenes as they lie on
t he bed and caress and arouse each other. The lighting is dim
romanti c nusic plays in the background and there are multiple
fades froma close up of themkissing to himrenoving her
panti es.

The canera then fades to a medium shot, with Stohl on
top, nmoving her upper body as she and her |over caress and
kiss. In a voice over she says, "Having a disability nmeans you
can't go by the script. You have to talk about it and that
makes it nmuch nore intinmate.” The voice over fades out and you
hear them tal king, though the words are difficult to make out.
He then grabs her |egs, behind the knees, and pulls her
towards himtill she is in a sitting position over his groin.
He lies back and rel axes, she sinks down, and they both sigh
with pl easure.

What nakes this sequence remarkable is that it is al nost
identical to any other sex sequence one is likely to cone
across. And although Stohl's disability is obvious - her |egs
are noticeably thin and immobile - the focus is on the sex and
not her disability.

The scene is simlar to the one between Kate Saunders and
John Grady in Closer and Cl oser, but contains none of the
negative el enents present there. It is an entirely positive
portrayal of sexuality and disability. Closer and Cl oser, made
by Fred Gerber for television in the United States in 1996
starring Kim Del aney and Peter MacNeill, is also worth
considering. The novie features Del aney as Kate Saunders, a



di sabled witer |leading a reclusive existence after a
psychopat h, obsessed with the serial killer in her first
novel , acted out the plot and tried to nake her his | ast
victim The sequel to the book is about to be published and
the killings begin again.

An unusual feature is the strong, disabled woman as the
mai n character hel ping the police solve the crinmes. There are
sone of the usual disability stereotypes: the disabled person
renote fromsociety (Barnes 1992) and el ements of the high-
tech guru (Norden 1994) creep in as well. The initial
rel ati onshi p between Saunders and MacNeill's character, John
Grady, the |l ead FBI agent on the case, is strained. It soon
beconmes clear that they had a romantic relationship before
Saunders was injured. In another stereotype, Grady assunes the
role of rescuer (Barnes 1992) and he forces Saunders to
recount the events leading up to her injury so that she can
"nove on" with her life.

The scene is, naturally, conpletely cliched: she rejects
what he has to say, shouts at him he shouts back, she tries
to | eave, he reaches out a hand and stops her and says, "Let
t he people that |ove you help. Let nme help." She cries, says
she will try and the scene ends with a close-up of them
enbr aci ng.

The canmera then cuts to the bedroom The roomis seen in
medi um cl ose up and the canmera lingers on three candl es, pans
across the roomto the bed, zoonms in to show Grady |ying on
top of Saunders, and they are clearly indulging in sone
foreplay. He rolls off her, lifting her slightly so that she
is lying on her side facing him There is a tight cl ose-up of
themlying face-to-face, talking and G ady reaches up and
gently strokes Saunders's face. Throughout the sequence
romanti c piano nusic plays softly in the background. The tight
cl ose-up hel ps draw the viewer in and enphasi ses the intinacy
of the scene.

The scene is noteworthy in the context of this discussion
because there is no difference whatsoever between it and the
sexual encounters seen in countless other filnms. During the
scene Saunders' wheelchair is not shown anywhere in the shot
and no verbal reference is made to her disability.

The Devotee Market

There is one other class of filmthat has interesting
parallels with filnms featuring nondi sabl ed sexuality, those
produced for the adult market. Most filns produced for the
adult market do not feature disabled subjects, but in those
made for the devotee market all the featured nodels are
di sabl ed.

The Amput ees are Beautiful Web site, run by Carol Davis,
defi nes a devotee as "a person (typically male) who is
attracted to anputees (typically female)."” However, a gl ance
t hrough the groups listed at Yahoo Groups shows that there are
devotees for al nost any flavour of disability.

Carol Davis |lost her left leg to cancer and, after



di scovering the devotee phenonenon, formed CD Productions to
make vi deos specifically for that nmarket. Sim |l ar videos are
now avail abl e from nunmerous sources on the Internet and video
clips of disabled people can be downl oaded from a nunber of
sites and Yahoo groups.

The devotee finds the disability itself erotic so the
primary difference between these videos and mai nstream adul t
novies is that the camera focuses on anputation stunps,
paral ysed |inbs, and the appurtenances of disability -
wheel chairs, crutches, orthoses, and prostheses - instead of
on bare breasts and genitalia. Davis in fact commented on this
sayi ng that she found the scenes requested rather boring and
not at all racy (Duncan 1997).

In the CD Productions videos there is also a fair anount
of dialogue mainly of the subject of the video tal king about
her life and the scenes the viewer is watching. Another
di stinguishing feature in the CD Productions videos is that
there is no nudity or intercourse. In all other respects,
however, they are alnost identical to many of the filnms sold
by, for exanple, Playboy or Penthouse.

A brief ook at some scenes from Per Your Request, Carol
Davis's third video, is instructive in this regard. The video
was nade in 1994 and, as the title suggests, features scenes
request ed by devotees Davis corresponded with. It begins with
an overhead | ong shot of a shopping mall and Davis enters the
frame fromthe top left using forearm crutches wearing a red
sweater, black mniskirt, and black punp on her single foot.
As she crutches across the mall she introduces herself and
says she has nade two previous videos.

The camera cuts to a |long shot of her, taken on the sane
| evel directly in front of her, and she crutches towards it.
It then cuts back to an overhead | ong shot and Davis heads
towards a bench, sits down, |eans her crutches against the
bench on her left, |ooks up at the camera, and says, "This
third video, featuring nyself, is called Per Your Request and
is dedicated to those men who feel that less is nore."

When she nentions the nanme of the video, the canmera zoons
in slightly, then zoons out again. She pauses after the word
| ess and the canera cuts to a close-up, shot fromthe sane
| evel she is on and directly in front of her, of her |egs,
showi ng her fromthe ground to md-torso. It then zoons in
and, as she says nore, stops on a tight close-up of her right
leg with the stunp of her left |eg pressing against the thigh.
Her left armrests on her thighs at the top of the screen and
part of one crutch is visible at the extrene right of the
screen. The canera then cuts to an overhead | ong shot, the
screen fades to black and the titles conme up.

The tight close-up in this sequence is rem niscent of the
bedroom scene in Closer and Closer. It hel ps draw the viewer
in and invites himto take a good | ook at Davis's stunp nuch
in the sanme way that mainstreamadult novies invite the viewer
to savour the sight of the nodel's breasts. Another difference
is the preponderance of nundane activities in these videos.



Most adult novies do not spend much tine show ng the nodels
sinply wal king down the street for exanple. Per Your Request
does. Davis coments at the beginning of the video that a | ot
of men wite asking to see nore of things she does in her
everyday life.

Thus, after the titles, a nmedium shot of her crutching
al ong a suburban street fades in. She uses forearm crutches
and wears a mniskirt with a white ankle sock and white
sneaker on her single foot. The canmera cuts to an al npost
i dentical shot of her in a simlar |ocale and wearing a
slightly different, but simlar, outfit. Again she uses
crutches and wears the white ankle sock and sneaker. In these
scenes her stunp is not visible.

The camera then cuts to her in a store wearing a T-shirt
and | enon-col oured slacks with the left | eg pinned up. The
background nusic fades out briefly as she comments that she
enj oys seeking itens to sewin different stores, then fades in
again. She is shown in a nedium shot crutching through the
smal |l store. The canera then shows a nmedi um shot of her
crutching towards it until the frame fills with her legs - the
viewer gets the inmpression of her arms, crutches and right |eg
nmovi ng, while the pinned-up left trouser |eg hangs at the
ri ght of the screen. The camera then tracks back as she
crutches through the store.

It then cuts to a |long shot of her vacuum ng her |iving
room again wearing shorts, but this tine with a prosthesis
with a cosnetic cover. The canmera then cuts to a close-up of
her 1 egs, looking slightly up at them and focusing on the
prosthesis. The canera then cuts to another |ong shot of her
vacuum ng the room alnost identical to the one that
i ntroduced the sequence, but this time she is not wearing her
leg. Again it cuts to a close-up of her |eg, shot from bel ow
and | ooking up so that the viewer can see her stunp in the |eg
of her shorts - remarkably simlar to sone shots one sees in
adult novies where a male character | ooks up the nodel's
skirt.

The next sequence worth considering in detail shows Davis
skiing. It begins with a long shot of her on the slopes and
the canmera cuts, pans, and zoons through different shots and
angl es as she traverses the slopes. Mst of the skiing scenes
could be taken fromany travel video the only difference being
the mssing linb. During the sequence, Davis coments that
many men want to know how to neet anputees and she recomends
that they volunteer at a programme for disabled skiers.

But there are noteworthy differences. At one stage she
appears to fall and the camera watches in a |ong shot from
above as she slides down the slope. It then cuts to a close-up
of her comng towards it and she seens to be unable to stand.
She then comments: "Skiing on one leg is hard work. Because
|"man anputee | need to rest frequently. That neans a | ot of
sitting in the snow. "

Musi ¢ fades in again, and the canera then cuts to her
sitting in a room The frame is filled with a cl ose-up of her



stunp as she pulls a sock on. The nusic fades out, and the
commentary continues. "So when | get dressed to go skiing, |
pull on a stunp-sock to help keep ny stunp warm" The canera
lingers for a noment on a close-up of her stunp as she

snoot hes the sock out.

Interestingly, in this sequence the cl ose-up did not
convey the sense of intinmacy noted earlier possibly because it
had an al nost docunentary feel to it with no subdued |ighting
or intimate nmusic playing. The camera then cuts to a close-up
of her legs as she stands to fasten her pants, showing clearly
the |l eft pant-leg pinned up. It pulls back slightly to a
medi um shot as she fastens her belt, then zoons in again as
she sits down and adjusts the creases of the pinned-up pant
|l eg. Again the commentary continues. "Besides keeping nmy stunp
warm nmy stunmp sock hel ps protect ny stunmp in case | fall."

The fact that Davis uses the word stunp five tines in the
space of thirty-six words would indicate that her audience is
aroused not only by seeing her mssing linb, but also by
hearing about it - a variation on the talking dirty found in
sone adult novies. In this case, again, the close-up itself
does not convey intimcy and the | anguage used woul d be the
tool enployed to further arouse the viewer. The sequence ends
with a long shot of Davis on the ski sl ope.

To enphasise the fact that the anputation is the erotic
source there are no scenes of Davis putting on a bra or
st ockings as one would find in mainstream adult novi es.
| nstead there are nunerous close-ups of her putting on her
prosthesis and a sequence showi ng how the prosthesis is fitted
and made.

The difference, or simlarity, extends to the beach
scenes. Most adult novies linger on the curve of a hip or the
swell of a breast. Here it lingers on the stunp. And where in
mai nstream filnms the erotic content is provided by nodels
rubbi ng suntan | otion on each other, here it comes through
Davi s rubbing lotion on, and massagi ng, her stunp. All shown,
of course, in close-up

And in this film Davis nodels different crutches and
i mbs, instead of various itens of |lingerie, though there are
scenes of her nodelling swinsuits. But again, the focus is on
her stunp and crutches, rather than on the swinsuit. The
di fference continues during a beach volleyball sequence:

i nstead of the canera focusing on bouncing breasts as the
nodel chases the ball, here it lingers on Davis's stunp,
showing in close-up the outline of the bone remmant and the
way the | oose flesh around it bounces as she noves.

Concl usi on

The precedi ng di scussion has delved briefly into semotic
waters to uncover how fil meakers try to inpart their view of
disability. Clearly there are many nore depths to plunb.
Nevert hel ess, one startling fact has energed: even in those
i nstances where the fil nmaker does portray a disabl ed
pr ot agoni st as a sexual being, the positive nessage is



underm ned by other negative stereotypes present in the text.

Thus in Passion Fish May-Alice has to be rescued by a
nondi sabl ed character before she can begin to explore her
sexuality as a disabled woman. Yet, even as she devel ops and
acknow edges her sexuality, viewers do not see her intimate
with her suitors. Chantelle, her nondisabled caregiver, is
shown in such situations.

Simlar negative energy prevails in Roneo is Bl eeding
with its extrenme violence and sado-nmasochi stic overtones.
VWi | e Mona Demar kov i s undoubtedly sexual, sensual, and
di sabl ed, she is also evil personified. While this is by no
nmeans the classic stereotype of the disabled person as evil,
it does detract fromthe positive syntagm of a di sabled person
as a sexual being. Furthernore, Jack Ginmaldi's injuries
become progressively nore disabling the deeper he is drawn
into Demarkov's web again reinforcing the negative perceptions
that creep in.

Among the feature filns discussed, Closer and Cl oser
conmes closest to a positive syntagm of disabled sexuality. The
romanti c scenes, in particular, could be taken fromany film
It too, though, contains the negative stereotypes which
underm ne the positive inmages, particularly at the end of the
film when the villain turns out to be a wheel chair user.

It is perhaps appropriate that the nost positive syntagm
of sexuality and disability appears in the nost unlikely of
pl aces, a Pl ayboy video. Mainstream novies tend to copy the
adult formula nore and nmore these days; all that is necessary
is to persuade filmmkers that that fornmula also works if the
character happens to have a disability.
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