


BESSON’S NIKITA

certain focal length: after one and a half metres there is a loss of depth.
Consequently much of Nikita was shot in medium-close-up shots and, given
that the film is in Cinemascope, the effect on the image is to bring it very
strongly up against the screen in terms of spectator perception — affording
the image a certain inherent violence of its own.

Nikita tells the story of a nineteen-year-old junkie who gets arrested in a
police raid during which she kills a policeman. Instead of life imprisonment
she is given a ‘second chance’ by the State Secret Service Police for whom she
‘agrees’ to become a  ller—agent. It was intentionally a film noir, and for the
first time Besson had someone definitely in mind for the lead role, Anne
Parillaud, who until then was mostly remembere for working opposite
Alain Delon. When Nzkita s released, Parillaud went from bimbo-starlette
to ferocious androgyne, and finally to lethally armed female. She was no
longer ‘Delon’s girl’. Press release after press release commented on the fact
that esson had become her Pygmalion and transformed her.* And, as if to
confirm this regeneration, she won the 1991 César award (the French equiva-
lent of the Oscar) for the best actress. arlier, in 1990, she had won Italy’s
Donatello award for best foreign actress. The film itself won best foreign film
award at the same ceremony.

Besson was pleased to have acted as her Pygmalion. However, it was a
curious Pygmalionization since Parillaud was trained up in the opposite of
ladylike good manners. She had to toughen up: learn judo, take lessons in
shooting and gun maintenance. She was sent to acting classes to lower her
voice and lose her ‘titi parisien” accent. She also went to dancing and singing
classes. A whole year of strengthening her body went by before she was
shown the script and told the role she was to play. It is well documented that

sson pushes Jean Reno, his friend and fetish star, into strenuous training
before he plays a part in his films, but this was the first time he had
demanded it of a woman actor.

Nikita was shot in chronological sequence. Besson felt that it would allow
for an authentic sense of Nikita’s evolution from a teenage punk to a thirty-
something woman. It was also important to shoot in continuity, he believed,
so that Anne Parillaud could let herself go completely as the punk (Besson
1992, 14). As a result of shooting his film this way, however, it was not until
he got to the end of his shooting schedule (sixteen weeks) that he realized
that the ending he had scripted did not work.” In the first version, Marco and
Nikita have been  gether for five years. ‘Officially’ she has been given three
years’ leave to ‘get a life’ with  irco. However, the Secret Police come to her
apartment to ‘arrest’ her. She makes her escape, and it is Marco who dies in a
shoot-out. She sets up a meeting with the Chief, and arming herself to the
nines she blasts him away. She disguises herself as a journalist and gets
herself arrested for breach of the peace. Bob (seeing through the disguise)
jumps into the car and kisses her odbye. She makes her escape, and
redisguises herself as the punk of the peginning, but this time it is only a
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disguisc: she now has light and fight in her eyes so all resemblance to her
former self is purc happenstance (Besson 1992, 85). She holes up for two
weeks in a police station as a missing person and then  ves.

This ending (which the American 1992 remake, Point of No Return, only
partly adopts) seems far more empowering of Nikita than the one we actually
see — where she iust disappears. According to Besson the triangular relation-
ship between N ta, Bob and Marco came over more strongly in the film
than it had done on paper so he could not stick to the original ending which,
in his words, was to be a Ramboesque firework display (Besson 1992, 15).
The curve of violence of the original version went against the sentimental
curve and produced an imbalance, he claimed. This claim, however, says two
things. First, that the love-triangle/story is more important than the trajec-
tory Nikita might have been on. Second, that Nikita must remain  nt and,
theretore, victim of the state and not subject of her own violence (as she was
at the beg  ing of the film). Hr is she allowed agency in the form of
violence-as  riburion (as the first end-version had her). Instead, the  kita
we are left with is one weakened by love and who must pay the price for it by
disappearing oft the surface of the earth. In this respect, the film is consistent
with the conventions of the film noir it purports to emulate which has the
female threat ultimately safely contained. The or  nal ending, Ramboesque
or not, would not have left any ambiguity whatsoever as to woman as agent
of her own destiny.

Nikita: a fir set of readings

Nikita is a film in three episodes about a teenage ju ie who ‘dies’ to get
‘reborn’. The narracive is Pygmalion recycled into the a of technologies of
regeneration with  b-the-father as the new Pygmalion — the embodiment
of state surveillance and terror — who rebirths the dead Nikita as an infant, a
commodification, a fiction even of the state. Nikita’s (sexual/Oedipal) trajec-
tory during these three episodes can be described as entirely circular. In the
first episode she goes from child to woman; in the second she is represented
as agencing desire; and in the third she devolves from woman back to child.
Throughout the three epi s she is the victim of the state, always on
demand and under command from the male voice (either embodied or
disemb  ed) of the state (patriarchal law).

When we first meet Nikita, her language and her bodily posture demar-
cate her as infantile, as pre-Symbolic. She sits foetus-like under the counter
in the Ch  ist’s shop and bleats out ‘give me more’ — as a child would to a
nurturing mother. She calls out to her mother twice as she is administered,
by men of the state, what she imagines t¢c = a lethal dose to eliminate her. In
fact the dose is to eradicate her past, to allow her to be reborn again, to be
remade in the image/model of man (Bob-the-father). The dose starts the
process of raming the wild animal she was (who blew off a policeman’s head).
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Nikita’s training by Amande). Stage two. preparing to infiltrate the embassy,
goes horrendously wrong. A ‘cleaner’, ctor 1 an  :no), is sent in by the
state forces and he . es everybody except Nikita, who has to cross-dress
as the ambassador to enter the embassy and gain access to the files. Nikita is
now on a failure curve that will reduce her to oblivion, and the violence of the
botched mission rec st very brutal and bloody carnage of the opening of
the film.

hat do we make of Nikita's escape? Can it be read positively as it is by
many of the target youth audience? I believe that it 2 unpi  che above we
cannot so easily go with a positive reading.'’ For a start, the fact that the
male ‘cleaner’ has to come in and ‘tidy up’ Nikita’s mess should warn us that
a woman cannot be in charge of male technology. She can be an extension of
it, as indeed N ta s in her Venice mission, but not in control of it.
Second, when she cross-dresses, she is again :having transgressively, which
patriarchy cannot tolerate. To gain access to the er  ssy she has to s as
male. Once she is in the embassy it is as if Nikita has completely forgotten
that she has always been under surveillance and that here she will continue
to be under the camera’s eye.  hy does she forget? ecause she is passing
as male — and, as we now, in film noir, it is not the male but, typically, the
female who is the object of male scrutiny. To 1ss as male and not be
scrutinized means to successfully masquerade as the phallus. But this can-
not be — because to do so would be to outwit/transgress patriarchal law.
And if we think for a moment as to how cross-dressing in mainstream
cinema is represented then we can begin to see what is going on in Nikita.
In mainstream cinema the male who cross-dresses never fully gives up his
phallus, his sexuality  :arcalways  ire that ‘it” is there under the dress (e.g.
Tootsie, 1982; Mrs Doubtfire, 1993). However, when the female cross-dresses,
sexuality has to be repressed (both hers and the one she is masquerading as).
She hides hers in dressing as male and must also repress the pretence of male
sexuality because of the threat to the Symbolic order of things that homo-
sexuality presents. For a woman to cross-dress, then, implies that she returns
to the pre-Symbolic, back to the pre-sexual infant-child.

Nikita’s momentary amnesia about her status as a woman under constant
surveillance suggesces that she is assuming a sexual identity she cannot pos-
sibly sustain. It suggests also that she has forgotten that she is not her own
creation but that of Bob, who has, as we know, already commodified her as
fetish (from the moment of her first mission). She cannot make herself fetish,
nor can she make herself phallus. She cannot possibly, therefore, cross-dress
convincingly, which is again why she is exposed by the surveillance cameras.
She completes the mission, yes, but she has learnt that she can never assume
her own identity, never make herself over and so her only choice is to not be,
to disappear. The question remains, is it her choice, is it one she exercises or
is her disappcarance an inevitable consequence of her transgressive
behaviour? In other words, is she punished for her attempts to take control of
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real — perfect simulation — so much so, it no longer need invoke the
original.

This lack of invocation of the original as a point of comparison means that
there is no distinction between the real and the copy. And it is in this loss of
distinction between real and represencation that Baudrillard perceives the
death of the subject, the individual. If there is no distinction between real
and simulacrum how can you signify as distince? If you recycle dead scyles,
how else can you signify except as lack, as death? You re-present nothing, you
merely simulate it. The questic  then becomes, ‘who am I'? The subject has
no history, is stuck in the ever-present, so is in effect withour memory. So
how can the subject represent ics self to itself? According to Lacan, the
experience of temporality (past, present, future, memory) and its representa-
tion are an effect of language. We use language to represent notions of tem-
porality, and the idea of historical continuity.”” If, however, the subject has
no experience of temporality, no lit  with the past (lacking history), then it
is without language. That 1s, it lacks the means of representing the 'I'. This
creates a schizophrenic condition in which the subject cannot assert its sub-
jectivity in language (because it cannot ‘speak’). The subject fails, therefore,
to enter the Symbolic Order (the social order of things, patriarchal order).
The subject remains stuck in the Imaginary Order (the pre-linguistic
moment). And the question becomes not just ‘who am I?°, but ‘who made
me?’ In other words, wherce is the mother?

As far as film is concerned, it is instructive that the 1990s has witnessed
a spate of monster films and that central to their narrative has been the
question of reproduction and identity. If we just t - as examples Jrrassic
Park (Spiclberg, 1993), Mary Shelley's Frankcenstein (Branagh, 1994) and
Interview with the Vampire (Jordan, 1994), an analysis of thesce films reveals
that the missing link berween the past, present and the future is the figure
of the mother. She is absent from these films as the site of reproduction.
Instead the reproducrion machine of post-industrialism, male technology,
has reproduced ‘her’ through genetic enginecring. The original is not even
referred to: genetic engineering replaces the womb ‘perfectly’, simulating
the idea of reproduction. Dinosaurs, monsters, vampires — aliens and
cyborgs of our worst imaginings — these arc the creatures of the age of
simulacrum (to which we can now add the very hyper-real Dolly, the
cloned shcep). These films express repressed fears around rechnology, of
course. But they also express fears about being born into lack and having
no identity. Besson's films, whilst less extreme perhaps, also express these
concerns. Why otherwise do his characters speak so lirtle or not at all?
Why are their bodies so linked to technology? The main protagonists in all
his films are techno-bodies virtually without language. Very few of Besson’s
characters have a history, and the only histories told are pure fiction, as in
the case of  kita who has no history of her own but has it narrated for

her by Bob.
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APl NDIX

Luc Besson (1959-): filmograpby

1978 L« P'tste sivene (short)
1980 L’ Avans-dernier (short)
1983 Le Dernier combeat

1985 Swbway

19 Le Grand blen

1990 Nikita

1991 Atlantis

1994 Léon

1997 Le Cinguieme élément

Other films cited in the text

Blue Streel hryn Bigelow (USA 1990)

Interview ‘be Vumpire, Neil Jordan (USA 1994)
Jurassic Park, Steven Spielberg (USA 1993)

Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, Kenneth Branagh (U 1994)
Mrs Doubtfire, Chris Columbus (USA 1993)

Tootsie, Sidney  llack (USA 1© )
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