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                               RAPPORT, RUPTURE, AND RAPE:

                                REFLECTIONS ON TALK TO HER
Pedro Almodovar’s Talk to Her is a moving and troubling film, but I have not found it easy to say clearly just what is so moving about its larger perspective, and it is almost equally difficult to explain, without falling into an oversimplifying moralism, what leaves one troubled in the end.  Of course, the most disturbing action of the story is plain.  One of the two chief male characters, the hospital nurse Benigno, rapes a comatose young woman, Alicia, a woman who is under his professional care.  The rape is shocking enough, but the fact that the victim is completely unconscious and helpless can seem to make the violation even worse.
   Benigno’s action is as close to necrophilia as is possible, given that the raped woman is technically still alive.  And yet, the movie, for the most part,
 treats Benigno, as a largely sympathetic character; indeed he is probably the most sympathetic figure in the film.  More specifically, he is presented in the movie as the chief exemplar of a kind of fundamental human virtue. It is a virtue that the movie apparently endorses and one that the other male protagonist, Marco, notably fails to exemplify until his life is transformed by Benigno’s example.  It is the virtue of ‘talking to’ one’s friend or lover.

But, first of all, what is the virtue that is supposed to be in question here?  Almodovar, in an interview with A.O. Scott, warned him, “It’s a bit of a contradiction that a movie that talks about words, communication, human voices is a movie that’s difficult to talk about without betraying it,”
 and the difficulty Almodovar invokes is real.  The virtue of ‘talking to’ someone seems to be the virtue of establishing or trying to establish some fundamental mode of communication between the person who does the talking and the person to whom the talking is addressed.  And yet, it is hard to imagine what sort of genuine and valuable ‘communication’ is supposed to be even potentially achievable, especially in the situations that Almodovar portrays in the film.  As we will discuss later, much of the verbal ‘talking’ in Talk to Her is represented as acutely problematic, a source of distortion, misunderstanding, and outright manipulation. Benigno seems to be an exception here. One may well have the impression that Benigno’s talking to Alicia is offered as a paradigm of a loving and uncorrupted attempt to convey something absolutely vital to his patient.  Perhaps this is so, but, after all, Alicia is completely without consciousness, and the prima facie absurdity of Benigno’s constant talking to her lies in the fact that communication with her in any familiar sense is apparently out of the question.  If the virtue of ‘talking to her’ lies in the achievement or even in just the goal of conveying something to the woman he loves, then it is hard to grasp what it is that could be expressed or otherwise conveyed to her.  Even if we assume that the something that Benigno aims to communicate is something that lies beyond his words or beyond the content of any words at all, it should be possible to specify the general character of the way he seeks to establish some significant connection with her.  Or, we can put the question in a different fashion. At the conclusion of the movie, Marco apparently has learned something crucial from Benigno about reaching out to another, but, really, what is it that we are to imagine that Marco has come to learn?

Moreover, are we really warranted in accepting Benigno as the embodiment of some basic virtue of compassionate human interaction? Whatever the mitigating aspects of the overall context might conceivably be, the fact is that Benigno rapes Alicia, and his action remains perverse and psychopathic even when the rape turns out to have some surprisingly fortunate consequences. In particular, one can worry that the movie is itself guilty of a certain rhetorical slight of hand in its presentation of the rape and its aftermath.  It is arguable that the way that the story is depicted allows us to avoid confronting fully and seriously what Benigno has done to Alicia.  A key aspect of the concern is the charge that we are encouraged, in effect, to downplay the moral seriousness of the sexual crime. First, we are not directly shown the rape or any part of it. Instead, the rape is implicitly indicated on screen by an odd collision of abstract shapes; by the collision of the red globules that drift around in a lava lamp sitting next to Alicia’s hospital bed.  On first viewing, the audience simply cannot know the emblematic significance of these weird nonfigurative images, and, on any later viewing, they signify the sexual activity in an oblique and purely symbolic manner. Second, although Alicia becomes pregnant as a consequence of the rape and her infant dies when he is born, we also see nothing of these distressing outcomes.  As noted above, it emerges, late in the movie, that the rape has actually had some surprising and positive effects.  The childbirth seems to be the catalytic event that causes Alicia to awaken miraculously from her four years of coma. Further, in the final scene of the movie, there is some suggestion of the possibility for her of a new relationship with Marco, a relationship that, if it does develop, is likely to be redemptive for both of their heretofore-disrupted lives.  Nevertheless, in viewing the movie, we are effectively screened from the concrete reality of the rape, and we are offered the antecedently improbable idea that its upshot has been largely affirmative, at least for its victim. Are we really warranted in accepting this development as a sort of fortunate miracle, or should we reject it as an implausible and problematic narrative conceit?  Really, how can this story, presented in this way, provide a reasonable basis for the supposition that Benigno embodies some sort of basic human virtue—a virtue whose importance Marco eventually grasps with life transforming consequences for him and possibly for Alicia?  Naturally, the answer to this question is bound to be particularly elusive if the virtue purportedly in question cannot be helpfully specified.     

Of course, the rape is only one brief but critical episode in the longstanding relationship between Benigno and Alicia, and, to begin to answer the two questions raised above, I want to outline some major aspects of the way that their relationship is portrayed. Specifically, I want to stress the way in which, in the first half of the film, a strong contrast is drawn between Benigno’s relationship with Alicia and Marco’s relationship with Lydia.  Benigno is the advocate, both in practice and prescription, of ‘talking to her’—of talking to one’s friend or partner.  And naturally, in his circumstances, his practice seems to be strange and irrational.  Alicia is totally unconscious, and she has been in that state for four years running.  There appears to be no real possibility that she might comprehend or evince any other significant reaction to the continuing flow of Benigno’s speech.  In fact, Benigno believes or claims to believe that Alicia comprehends everything that he and others say to her, but clearly, this notion is absurd. At various moments, the absurdity is played for comic effect.  At other moments, it has considerable poignancy, and the poignancy arises from the glimmer of a possibility that somehow he does make contact with her at some distant but still critical level. Overall, it seems to me that Benigno’s talking to Alicia is presented as an irrational but  loving attempt to establish some kind of profound rapport with the loved one, despite the fact that neither he nor anyone else has any real conception of what that rapport might amount to.  Benigno has a blind faith, against all evidence, that, by caring for Alicia—by devotedly tending to her and talking with her—, he can actually ‘convey’ something to her.  And, he supposes that by trying to somehow keep in touch with her, there is the hope that he can rouse her from her coma.  He is unreflectively convinced that somehow she is touched in a vital way by his words and actions toward her. 

 ‘Talking to her,’ understood in the appropriate expanded sense, is a prime instance of and a metonomy for the activity of taking care of another person with unquestioning love, without any conditions and without expectations of reward or immediate response.  In general, Benigno speaks to Alicia while he is constantly tending to her physical needs, her comfort, and her appearance, and all of these tasks are carried out meticulously, with incredible delicacy and expertise.  Even if Benigno’s verbal discourse to his patient often strikes one as ridiculous, one cannot doubt the value to Alicia of his skillful, devoted nursing.  Whatever effect his words may or may not have on her, these ministrations help to keep her alive and in as much of a state of physical well-being as her lack of sentience permits.   Even Alicia’s psychiatrist father, who is otherwise skeptical of Benigno, appreciates the extraordinary benefits of the physical care that Benigno administers to his daughter.  Moreover, even if Benigno’s supposition that he is communicating with Alicia is nothing more than a pathetic illusion, his words express for him and for us the way in which this elaborate nursing routine is for him an activity of continuing love and dedication to someone whom he experiences as vividly present to him all the while.       

Since Talk to Her strikes me as rather carefully structured around the unqualified importance of this sort of unswerving attachment and tacit intimacy, I believe that this topic needs to be situated within a broader setting that the film also elaborates—the possibilities and difficulties of non-verbal communication between two individuals.  This possibility is central to Benigno’s relationship to Alicia.  Even if one dismisses the notion that Benigno communicates to Alicia with his words, it harder to be sure that his purely physical ministrations to her do not establish some mutually sensed connection between them.  Beyond this, the general question of non-verbal communication (of various sorts) is recurrently invoked throughout the film.  It obviously figures in the opening and closing dance scenes and in the silent acting in the silent movie, and I will return to some of these scenes later. Moreover, there are a host of instances in which the success or failure of shared understanding between characters turns upon whether meaningful visual or tactile contact has been established and upon whether or not the contact is mutually acknowledged.  In fact, Marco initially attracts Benigno’s sympathetic interest when Benigno notices the tears on Marco’s cheek that have been elicited by the performance of the Pina Bausch ballet, Café Muller.  And, at several later junctures in the movie, the sight of someone’s tears is felt, sometimes rightly and sometimes mistakenly, to reveal something important about the depth of feeling manifested by the character that cries.  

What is more, issues of non-verbal ‘communication’ are not restricted simply to instances of possible communication between humans.
  Thus, emotional connection figures in the evocation of the phobic power of snakes, and, more forcefully, in Lydia’s dangerous interactions with the bulls.  In the first bullfight, Lydia’s proud, fierce stare and confident agility seem to convey her sense of mastery to the defeated bull.  But, the second bullfight is quite another matter in this respect.  After Lydia has been struck down, there is an amazing shot in which the bull looks back in her direction as if to express his glowering contempt for her radical underestimation of his strength and danger.  Before this disastrous bullfight, Lydia’s sister attempts a superstitious mode of communication to another world when she constructs a shrine to saints in whom she is already losing faith. Talk to Her shows a variety of ways in which a person can come to be or take him or herself to be in significant touch with another creature even though no speaking has or could have taken place between them.  Speech is presented as just one strand in a complex network of conventional and natural patterns of communication, and it is a mode of conventional communication whose unreliable nature is emphasized and elaborated. 

Katerina, Alicia’s ballet teacher, in an intriguing figure in this regard.  She has a small but suggestive role in the story as a character whose gifts of intuitive, non-linguistic communication seem to far outstrip her capacities with concepts and with words.
  She is, in the first place, a character who plainly cares a great deal for Alicia, and the depth of her distress and concern for Alicia is particularly established in the scene when she hears the news of Alicia’s accident. She is literally shaken by the news.  And, second, she is the only other character who accepts without self-consciousness or constraint Beningo’s assumption that the unconscious Alicia should be talked to. When Benigno arranges the first of his ‘sunning parties’ on the balcony of Alicia’s hospital room, Katerina is a guest, and she speaks as naturally and comfortably to Alicia as she does to Benigno.  Like Benigno, she treats Alicia without hesitation as if she were, more or less, a full participant in the conversation.  However, it is striking that Katerina, in the context of this odd gathering, also comes across as a comic figure—sane, but addled and affected.   Just as so much of Benigno’s chatter has ranged from the banal to the goofy, most of Katerina’s remarks are also unintentionally preposterous.  Her description of the ballet, Trenches--the ballet of World war I that she is then planning to create--sounds pretentiously bizarre at best, and, overall, Katerina tends to prattle on in an artsy, flighty, and sometimes word-challenged manner.  Even in this scene, her considerable kindness is apparent, but it is doubtful that we are here expected to take her very seriously. 

And yet, when Alicia, released from her coma, returns to the ballet studio, Katerina exhibits, as Benigno had, a loving concern for the recuperation of Alicia’s body and spirit, and she is plainly prepared to take on some of the rigorous instruction and care that such a mending will require.  So, it may be that Katerina is not so good at verbal communication, but she, like Benigno, has some deeper feeling for the possibility of expressing oneself and communicating by other means and strategies. Katerina is Alicia’s companion at the Pina Bausch ballet at the end of the movie.  After Marco and Alicia have seen one another in the lounge, Katerina comes up to him anxious to know what they might have said to one another.  Marco reassures her on that score, informs her that Benigno has died, and then, as she takes in the changed situation, says, “You and I should talk, and it will be simpler than you think.”  But Katerina seems somewhat skeptical about what the proposed talk might achieve.  Her reply to him—the last words of the film--has considerable resonance.  She states, “Nothing is simple. [pause] I’m a ballet mistress, and nothing is simple.”   And what she implicitly tells him with these words is certainly true: whatever hope that there may be for a restorative relationship between Marco and Alicia, there is no way that the realization of such a possibility will be simple.    

Therefore, concerning the matter of ‘talking to’ one’s friend or lover, Benigno and Katerina are at least partially aligned. In contrast, it is crucial that Benigno and Marco, throughout most of the movie, are effectively opposites in relation to this theme.  Marco simply cannot speak to the injured Lydia. As she lies in total oblivion, Marco waits in despair by her hospital bed.  It is clear that he is emotionally shattered by her horrible injury, and he misses her intensely.  Nevertheless, despite Benigno’s repeated advice, he remains with Lydia in brooding silence and inaction.  He waits, and he hopes for her recovery, but he doesn’t try to talk to her.  In fact, he can’t even bring himself to establish any sort of physical contact with her. Of course, on first viewing, his unwillingness to speak to her is likely to seem altogether reasonable.  Benigno is the one who seems to be an endearing and tender fool.  Nevertheless, in the larger context of the story, Marco’s silence in the hospital marks the limits and the inhibitions in his love for Lydia.  In fact, one can wonder why Marco pays such long and faithful attendance on Lydia at the hospital, when there is nothing whatsoever he thinks that he can do for her.  No doubt he has various motives for his continuing vigil, but there is the pretty clear suggestion that, because he presumes (wrongly) that he is Lydia’s accepted lover, it is both his right and duty to remain there in bleak attendance to her.  And he intends to claim that right and do his duty.  However, Nino of Valencia, her previous boyfriend, will shortly explode that presumption for him.   

 It is essential to the unfolding of their story together that, even before the fatal bullfight, Marco has already failed, in a crucial way, to talk with Lydia.  Just after they have attended the wedding of Marco’s old girl friend, Angela, we are shown an extended part of a conversation between them.  Both at the beginning of the conversation and toward its end, Lydia says to Marco, “We should talk.”  The second time that Lydia tells him that they need to talk, Marco replies that, after all, they have been talking--they have been talking for the last hour or so. But, Lydia responds that he is the one who has been doing the talking.  She hasn’t been given a chance to say what she has on her mind, and she re-affirms that the two of them ‘should talk.’  It emerges only later in the film that she has decided to return to her previous lover, Nino.  Her relationship with Marco has collapsed, and that is what she needs to tell him.  But, that vital information is suppressed.  Marco is satisfied with himself—too satisfied with himself—because he means to be making both a confession and an important announcement to Lydia.  For the first time, he talks frankly about the real depth of his old feeling for Angela, but he also announces that he has finally got past his debilitating obsession with her.  This would be important news for Lydia if her feelings for Marco had not altered.  But, her feelings have changed, and now it is too late for him to learn that fact from her directly.  Shortly after this conversation, she is struck down by the bull, and the calamity terminates all future interchange between them. There is a real breakdown on Marco’s part in the course of this discussion.  He is pleased with what he has to tell her, and he expects, reasonably enough, that Lydia will be pleased as well, but he is too self-absorbed to let her tell him what he needs to know.  In the final moment of the shot in which the exchange between them is concluded, we see that Lydia turns and looks away from Marco.  Their connection is visibly fractured by her simple action.

If Marco is centrally contrasted in this fashion with Benigno, a similar but less emphasized contrast is drawn between Marco, on the one hand, and Lydia’s bullfighter boyfriend, Nino, on the other.  In the first part of the movie, Nino is presented as a pretty oily and arrogant character.  There is at least some suggestion that he may have exploited Lydia, professionally and emotionally, in their relationship.  During an early scene in a bar, after the first of the bullfights in the movie, Lydia objects to a friend of Nino’s that Nino has delegated the friend to speak to her concerning the apparent breakdown of their relationship and its consequences.  Nino, it appears, is unable or unwilling to speak for himself in such a negatively charged personal situation, and, as Lydia points out, Nino has wanted the friend to speak for him. At this moment, the relationship between Lydia and Nino is shown to be in ruins. It is for these reasons, therefore, that it comes as a considerable surprise when it emerges that Lydia has decided a month before Angela’s marriage to return to Nino.  This means that she has kept this decision from Marco for a long time during the course of their relatively brief relationship. When Marco arrives at Lydia’s hospital room and hears from Nino about the unexpected prior reconciliation between them, he stumbles upon his erstwhile rival sitting next to her bed and talking to her.  Nino is holding her unresponsive hand and is avidly explaining to her his current circumstances and future plans.  I think it is of great importance, in the scheme of the movie, that it turns out that Nino, whatever his other limitations, is capable of the kind of intense, unreflective endeavor to communicate with Lydia that Marco, despite Benigno’s urgings, simply cannot undertake.  

The first time I saw Talk to Her, I thought that Nino was lying.  I thought that he was illicitly speaking for a person (Lydia) who has now been rendered incapable of speaking for herself.  As noted above, he had, earlier in the movie, sent his friend to speak for him, and the issue of illegitimately ‘speaking for’ someone else is a recurrent issue in the film.  However, I now believe that I was simply wrong about this.  If Nino is not telling the truth, then we just don’t know what it was that Lydia wanted so badly to tell Marco before the bullfight.  Moreover, the act of talking lovingly to someone incapable of hearing the words bears too much weight within the framework of values in the story to be easily discounted or dismissed.     

There is a scene which pretty explicitly sets out how much may be at stake in the difference between Benigno’s faith and Marco’s contrasting despair.  At the hospital, Marco has gone to see Lydia’s doctor, Vega, to learn what the chances are that she will eventually recover.  Dr. Vega’s answer is framed very carefully. He informs Marco, on the one hand, that there is no scientific basis for hoping for a recovery.  The evidence overwhelmingly supports the conclusion that almost no one in such a condition will recover.  On the other hand, he emphasizes that he does not mean to preclude the possibility of Marco’s hoping that Lydia will awake.  He points out that there has been at least one ‘miraculous’ case of recovery from a coma similar to Lydia’s so that recovery is not strictly impossible.  Marco says, “So there is hope after all,” but Vega responds, “No, I repeat, scientifically speaking, no!  But, if you chose to hope then go ahead and do so.”  So there is always the alternative of hoping against all hope that a miracle will happen still another time.  However, it is implicit in Vega’s message that any such a hope will have to be based on a combination of love and blind faith, since medical experience will not substantiate it.  Now, Marco is a reasonable person, and he accepts the pessimistic, reasonable conclusion. Benigno has taken the alternative path with Alicia.  Actually, it isn’t that he has chosen to hope. He simply accepts that Alicia will recover and is unhesitatingly convinced that he is in intimate contact with her even as she lies unconscious in her bed.  Marco is rational and resigned; Benigno takes the possibility of the miraculous on faith.  In fact, earlier in the film he states flatly and as a matter of practical advice to another of Alicia’s nurses, “I believe in miracles and so should you.”

In the later part of the movie, Marco discovers that Benigno’s way was the right way, or, at least, he discovers that it represents the proper expression of one’s genuine and committed love.  Because of the deepening friendship between them and because of his own crucial failure of trust in the course of their friendship, Marco comes to see Benigno as the model of what trust and affection for another call for in a relationship with them.  The crucial failure that I have in mind is this: it is, once again, a failure to ‘talk to’ one’s friend, honestly and without reserve.  After Benigno has been arrested for raping Alicia and put in jail, Marco has a conversation with the new lawyer he has hired to represent the prisoner.  The lawyer tells him what has happened to Alicia in giving birth to her child.  The baby has died, but Alicia has astonishingly returned to consciousness.  However, the lawyer warns Marco that Benigno should not be told this information. He is quite reasonably concerned about what Benigno might do if he were to know that Alicia has recovered. Marco is dubious about the subterfuge, but he agrees to suppress this news and asks the lawyer to speak to Benigno for him concerning the developments in Alicia’s condition.  It is understood between them that the lawyer will, in effect, lie for him.  And, of course, Marco’s failure to talk to his friend about the matter plays a critical role in bringing about the disastrous consequences for Benigno that ensue.

Benigno can’t bear the thought that he is unlikely to have any further contact with Alicia.  If he knew that she was conscious, he could think that there was a possibility of some sort of communication between them, even if he were to remain in prison indefinitely.  But, assuming falsely that she remains in her coma, he thinks that his imprisonment precludes anything like the connection that, in his view, has existed between the two of them.  As a result, Benigno commits suicide by taking an overdose of sleeping pills.  In a phone message to Marco, he tells him that he is planning to ‘escape,’ but Marco learns from the suicide letter that what Benigno has had in mind was an escape from life.  He plans to  escape into the dark void of coma, hoping to share that condition with Alicia before he passes from coma on to death.  After Benigno’s suicide, Marco reads the letter that Benigno has left for him and learns from it these consequences of his failure to tell his friend the truth.  Reading the letter, Marco, the man who has cried so easily in the earlier part of the movie, breaks down in tears again.  His earlier bouts of crying undoubtedly express real emotion, but the emotions in those settings often seem to be the effect of either an aesthetic response or of a distanced effect of some lingering unhappy memory. On the occasion of Benigno’s death, however, he cries profoundly, and his desolation is unmitigated. 

In the penultimate scene of the movie, Marco stands at Benigno’s graveside, and he talks to him.  He talks feelingly and unreservedly to his dead friend—a person who is now even more surely beyond the reach of his words than Alicia and Lydia (in the hospital) ever were.  Scenes in which someone speaks to a loved one at their grave are not uncommon in the movies.  For instance, there is a famous and beautiful scene in John Ford’s She Wore a Yellow Ribbon in which the John Wayne character, Colonel Nathan Brittles, tells his dead wife about what has lately been going on in his life. 
However, in Talk to Her, Marco’s speech to the dead Benigno is, I take it, emblematic of the climatic transformation in him.  As I have stressed, he has pretty consistently resisted Benigno’s urging to talk either to Lydia or Alicia.  It is something that, in its stark irrationality, he has not, with one tentative but notable exception, been able to bring himself to perform.  The exception is this.  After he has learned from Nino that he had reconciled with Lydia, Marco wanders down the hospital hallway, enters Alicia’s room, collapses into a chair next to her bedside, and says, “Hello Alicia! I am alone again.”
 In fact, the remark is significantly ambiguous: to whom exactly are his words directed?  In one way, Marco seems simply to be speaking to himself, and yet the first part of his statement (“Hello Alicia!”) indicates that he is also, perhaps involuntarily, addressing his words to the comatose Alicia.  In fact, I think his utterance is aimed in both directions.  Out of old habit, he verbally formulates the painful upshot of his recent discovery to himself, and, at the same time, something in Alicia’s presence draws him out and leads him to announce to her also that he is now on his own once more. This, it seems to me, is his hesitant and almost involuntary first step toward following Benigno’s fundamental precept.
  At any rate, by the time of the scene at Benigno’s grave, all of Marco’s old resistance to Benigno’s advice has dissolved.  He has learned the lesson of loving communication that Benigno has consistently both advocated and exemplified.

In the final scene of the film, Marco briefly meets Alicia at the theater.  They have gone to see a Pina Bausch dance production.  (In the movie’s first scene, Marco and Benigno sat next to each other at a different Pina Bausch production.)  It is seriously unclear what future relationship, if any, might be feasible for Marco and Alicia, but the tone of the scene is optimistic.  Alicia looks at him almost as if she has some dim glimmer of recognition from the past, and she asks, “Are you alright?”  He answers, “Yes. [pause] I don’t know. [pause]  I’m much better now,” to which Alicia smilingly responds, “What?”  Marco’s reply to her has been incoherent, but it is quietly reassuring at the same time.  Certainly, in my opinion, Marco has broken out of his earlier emotional constriction. He has come to be a person who is genuinely capable of caring for someone deeply—of loving Alicia with some of the same unconditional affection that Benigno has manifested toward her throughout.  When Marco and Benigno meet together the last time at the prison, we are given indications of the direction and extent of the evolution in Marco’s character.  For one thing, the strong ties of real friendship are finally acknowledged on both sides in a direct and poignant manner.  Their spoken acknowledgement of love for one another is completed by a joint gesture:  Marco carefully places the palm of his hand on the hand that Benigno has pressed against the pane of glass that separates them in the interview cubicle.  It is a significant gesture of fondness and solidarity despite the fact that, naturally, the glass between them prevents them from actually touching.  The next time they are together Benigno is dead, and Marco visits his grave to talk to him again.  

In the previous scene in which Marco visited the prison, the way that they are coming closer together in deepening friendship is symbolized as a kind of visual merging of the one onto the other.  As the camera pans back and forth across the divisions of the cubicle, the reflection of first one man and then the other is superimposed upon the figure of the other. It is as if Marco can now see Benigno embodied in his own physical being and Benigno can see Marco in the same way, and it is the striking effect of the panning across the reflecting glass division that it makes it possible for the audience to see at least roughly what they are seeing in the other.  More specifically, this visual effect yields the odd impression that Marco is sometimes speaking some of Benigno’s words and that Benigno is speaking some of Marco’s.  In any case, it is in these two scenes in the prison that Marco moves decisively toward a genuine comprehension of his friend and the significance of their friendship. For instance, Marco can tell Benigno without constraint that it is fine with him if others think that he is Benigno’s ‘boyfriend.’  After the emblematic moment of the merging of the two friends, Marco actually begins to adopt various aspects of Benigno’s life before prison.  He moves into Benigno’s apartment, which Benigno had partially redesigned from catalogues to realize his rather dull, conventional ideal of a desirable domestic environment.  Like Benigno before him, Marco begins to gaze out of the apartment window that looks out on Katarina’s ballet studio across the street.  And, to his surprise and ours, Marco sights Alicia (now miraculously recovered) who has come back to the studio to visit her former teacher. 

Moreover, it is clear that he is not only struck by seeing her again, but recognizes some growing feeling for her--a fascination and attachment that intensifies before they ever meet one another face to face.  Their first face-to-face encounter takes place in the final scene of the movie, and, as described earlier, it occurs when they meet in the theater lobby at a Pina Bausch ballet.   The fortuitous meeting is cordial, but brief and very tentative.   It is as if both people sense that some implicit understanding already exists between them--a shared interest that it would be premature at just that moment to acknowledge or advance. In the final shot of the scene (and thus, of the film), Marco is sitting in the last seat of one row, and Alicia is seated directly behind him two rows back.  The last seat in the intervening row is empty, and the empty seat both registers Benigno’s literal absence from the occasion and his symbolic presence in their lives at this juncture.  Benigno and Marco had also first come into contact with each other at another Pina Bausch ballet about five years before, and Benigno, intrigued by Marco’s tears, had recounted the notable incident to his unconscious patient at the hospital. Thus, the narrative-closing encounter between Marco and Alicia at the ballet is a variant repetition of the earlier encounter of the two men. The potential merging of Marco’s life with Benigno’s is defined at this juncture by the suggestion that Benigno’s death may mediate the coming together of these two prospective lovers in an uncanny permutation of their previous relationships with Benigno and each other. 

As I indicated above, the deepening of solidarity between Marco and Benigno in the prison scenes is crucial to Marco’s larger emotional evolution at the film’s conclusion, but that solidarity is also a triumph over the setting in which they meet.  The prison is consistently represented as a place in which plain speech is liable to be monitored, grotesquely distorted, or otherwise inhibited.  Indeed, it is an institution where any form of human communication is made difficult if not impossible.  Given the basic value for Benigno of ‘talking to’ another person, his punishment is arguably fitting, but it is also harsh.   But, if the prison is the symbolic locus of inhibited exchanges, Talk to Her   presents communication as an enterprise that is always under threat. Thus, for example, the movie shows us that there are many ways of talking with another person—most of them problematic and some even destructive. 

The chief instance here, of course, is Marco’s self-absorbed conversation with Lydia after Angela’s marriage ceremony.  Very early in the movie, however, there is a paradigmatic example of manipulative non-communication.  Lydia has gone on a TV talk show, and the talk show hostess urges Lydia to talk about her relationship with Nino and its recent breakup, but this is something that Lydia absolutely refuses to do.  In the terms of the movie, the hostess isn’t really talking to Lydia at all. She talks at her and talks in an exploitative and uncomprehending way.  Indeed, when Marco first meets Lydia, he also wants to talk with her to get a story for his magazine. Similarly, Marco won’t tell Benigno’s concierge the whole story of the charges against Benigno and his resulting predicament, because she is too eager to tell her version of things to the ‘trashy’ mass media.  It is apparent that she is fond of Benigno, but she is also hugely disappointed that the TV stations and the tabloids have not already arrived on her doorstep, asking for her version of the story.  And, of course, it is a fatal turning point when Marco’s negotiations with Benigno’s first lawyer lead him to accept the proposal that he let the lawyer speak for him about what has happened to Alicia, thereby allowing the lawyer to lie to Benigno ‘for his own good.’

And, there are other ways in which even heartfelt, honest talk comes to be exploited.  At one point after the rape, Benigno confesses to Marco that he wants to marry Alicia.  And, why not?  After all, he affirms, they get along better than most other married couples do.  Marco is the voice of reason here, and he is outraged at this ridiculous proposal. He warns Beningo that is dangerous for him to go around talking in this way.  Marco has more reason for his worry than even he knows at the time.  It turns out that another nurse at the hospital overhears Benigno’s declaration, and he subsequently tells what he has overheard at the hospital staff investigation into Alicia’s condition.  He informs the chief investigator that Benigno has expressed this fantasy of marriage to her, and he thereby seals Benigno’s fate. 

In the DVD commentary Almodovar asserts that Marco is the spokesman for the audience here and at other places in the film.  However, I think that there are delicate issues concerning our intellectual and emotional alignments with each of the two male characters during the course of the story.  In this scene, for instance, Marco gives effective voice to the natural reactions of the audience.  He expresses the rational response to Benigno’s wild proposal.  “People talk to plants also,” Marco says, “but they don’t marry them.”  (Even Prince Charles, whose proclivities for chatting up plants are well-known, has turned out to be no exception to the rule.) Nevertheless, I’m not sure that the natural reactions of the audience to Benigno’s wishes are wholly endorsed by the film.  Benigno is crushed by Marco’s sharp rebuke, and he complains that he thought that at least Marco, his friend, would understand him on this score.  I suspect that we are to discern a failure of comprehension in Marco’s reaction.  

It is not, of course, that Marco is wrong to reject the idea of Benigno’s embarking on a marriage with a vegetative Alicia.  Surely that idea is indecent and absurd.  Nevertheless, Marco is failing to pick up the vital undertone of desperation in Benigno’s declarations.  He should recognize that something critical has happened to lead Benigno to feel that his continuing love for Alicia now needs to be consolidated in terms of marriage.  He’s deaf to this new tone from Benigno, and he reacts too harshly.  If I am right about this, then audience members who too readily accept Marco as their spokesman in this scene may have also allowed their rational outlook on the topic to blunt their sensitivity to something that the movie is revealing to them in this moment.  More broadly, we are right and rational when we judge that Benigno’s rape of Alicia is morally repulsive.  We are right and rational when we judge that Benigno’s conception of his relationship with Alicia is an absurd delusion. But, we have missed something crucial in the movie if these perfectly correct judgments preclude us from feeling some kind of sympathy and understanding of--some kind of emotional connection with--the humanity of this deluded rapist.  It is characteristic of much of Almodovar’s work that he asks us not to conflate our immediate reactions of creepiness and revulsion with the force of sound moral evaluations.  And he asks us not to permit our moral evaluations, whatever their soundness, to preclude empathetic responses that might undermine or at least qualify the totalizing intensity of our ‘creepiness’ reactions.       

After all, it is not surprising that Benigno should have a radically defective conception of what marriage might entail.  We know that the only important continuing relationship with a woman he has had occurred during the long period in which he nursed and attended to his mother.  And, there is no question but that this fact about his youth has stunted his sexual/emotional development severely.  We’ll return to this point in a moment.  However, the movie also makes it evident, although not with the same emphasis, that Marco’s past romantic life has been problematic as well.  He has spent years obsessed with the beautiful Angela.  This obsession will not seem so very odd until we notice, at her wedding, just how very young she is.  In fact, underscoring the point, Lydia comments specifically on this fact.  What is more, if we remember that Marco states that the relationship with Angela has been effectively over for ten years, we have some reason to be taken aback.  During the period that they were together, Angela must have been a teenager—probably a very young teenager at that.  We learn from Marco in addition that the couple did so much traveling together mostly to keep her off of drugs and away from the other temptations of city life. When Marco finally gives up on the relationship, he resolves the situation by returning her to her parents.  Now, Benigno may be emotionally crippled, but what kind of serious emotional connection can Marco have had with an unstable, drug-addled adolescent?  Perhaps, since he is a rational person, he can speak for conventional ideas of an appropriate marriage, but he is surely less than an ideal spokesman for the essentials of mature sexual love.


Benigno’s conception of what a satisfactory marriage might involve are probably as banal as his taste in bedroom furnishings, but his experience of married life within his own family is more unusual.  It has been truncated and grotesque.  Apparently, his father has disappeared from the scene early in his youth, and Benigno has spent his adolescence taking care of his mother.  As he explains to Alicia’s father, a psychiatrist, these responsibilities to his mother fell upon him, not because she was ill, but because she was “a bit lazy” and, having once been very beautiful, “didn’t want to let herself go.”  We are never shown the mother directly, but we hear her cold, domineering voice when she summons him impatiently from his vigil at their living room window.  We do see her as a lovely young bride in a framed wedding photograph upon the apartment wall.  The picture has been framed in such a way that the bride is fully included in the visible image, but the husband has been almost entirely cut out.  A bare sliver of his face lurks along one border of the frame. 

The likely effects of this weird, oppressive family situation on Benigno’s sexual psyche understandably horrify Alicia’s father, and the state of his wounded psyche is the implicit subject of the bizarre silent movie parts of which we are shown shortly before the rape occurs.  The movie is called The Incredible Shrinking Lover, and Benigno recounts its plot to Alicia while we witness a selection of key moments from it.   Actually, it is not entirely clear what we are supposed to be seeing when we see the purported segments from Shrinking Lover.  Has Benigno actually seen such a movie?  Certainly, we know that he has seen a poster for a movie with that title, but even the most Expressionist cinema of the twenties did not really produce anything so peculiar in the manner of this film.  Or, are we seeing Benigno’s private fantasy of a movie he has seen--a private screening, so to speak, of his dominant psychological preoccupations translated into the idiom of a 1920’s silent melodrama?  Fortunately, it doesn’t matter much what we suppose about this question.  Either way, we can be sure that The Shrinking Lover enacts the troubled psychodynamics that are at work within Benigno.  He admits to Alicia, as he begins to relate the story, that this is a movie that has really disturbed him.


The hero of this film within in a film, Alfredo, is, like Benigno, somewhat overweight, and his girlfriend, Amparo, is trying to invent a diet formula. Alfredo drinks the untested formula (to prove by aiding her experiments that he is not as selfish she thinks), but the concoction misfires in an unexpected way.  On the one hand, it has the effect of unleashing his sexual passion for Amparo, but, on the other, it has the less fortunate effect of progressively shrinking him to the size of a mouse.  When it appears that his shrinking can’t be reversed, Alfredo, in despair, leaves Amparo, and he returns to live with his evil mother—a woman who has previously driven away her husband from the family home.  Alfredo lives for an indeterminate period of time under the cruel domination of his mother.  During this period he seems to have received some kind of important but enigmatic note from his departed father, but we catch only a glimpse of this and don’t know what has been communicated to the son.  In any event, Amparo is not so easily deterred by Alfredo’s dejected retreat from her, and she rescues him from the mother’s house. She carries him away, ensconced inside her purse.  Reunited, the lovers check into room #15 of the Hotel Youkali.  While Alfredo scampers around the bed, Amparo lies there cheerfully and talks to him.  Eventually she falls asleep, and her sleeping body is suddenly and overwhelmingly available to the shrinking man.  It is for him a giant, luscious sexual landscape which he is free to scale, to scramble over, and to explore.  When he notices her mound of Venus, Alfredo climbs down to the vicinity of her vagina, and, after some agitated hesitation, he climbs inside.  His entry into her vagina is depicted as a source of intense sexual excitement for her and of a risky but attractive thrill for him.  One presumes that his tremulous act of sexual spelunking is both the occasion of erotic gratification and, at the same time, a felicitous return to the maternal womb.  Thus, the conclusion of The Shrinking Lover contains, as a piece of comic fantasy, the literalized enacting of the classic Freudian scenario of male sex. The fantasy, as depicted here, is funny, but, at the same time, Alfredo’s exhilaration and confusion mark out the utter ambivalence and incoherence of Beningo’s sexual imagination.  


Benigno’s narration of the highly charged silent film is the prelude to his rape of Alicia, which takes place immediately afterwards. Up to this point in the discussion, I have given greater emphasis to the gentler, more compassionate aspects of Benigno’s personality, hoping to locate their importance within the overarching value scheme of Talk to Her.  But, of course, the central fact that he has violated Alicia complicates and considerably clouds the scheme as I have set it out.  A major part of the reason that the movie is so fascinating and troubling is precisely because Benigno is not at all simply ‘benign’ figure.  He is a rapist, and, although we see nothing of the rape itself, just before the rape takes place we are shown some expressions of his more frightening and dangerous and impulses.  In the course of telling Alicia about the movie, Benigno is giving her an elaborate massage.  In one shot, he is meticulously massaging her lower torso, and just after he finishes his account of Shrinking Lover and tries to explain his reactions to the film, the massage is now directed at one of Alicia’s inner thighs.  This second shot of the massage especially offers us a more chilling view of Benigno as he looks slightly dazed, disturbed, and sexually aroused.  And then, the movie abruptly cuts away from him to the oozing red forms that drift within the bedside lava lamp. This is an especially important moment in which his darker, more threatening side have been pretty overtly manifested in his countenance and behavior.  These signs in Benigno’s demeanor portend the impending rape, although this is a fact that we learn only as the film progresses.   

Further, this is not an isolated moment.  First, we have already learned unsettling facts about the beginning of his obsession with Alicia.  It was formed initially in silence and in the absence of any personal contact with her, having its basis in attraction and fantasy.  He had picked her out among the students at the dance school across from his apartment, and he had spied on her dance lessons for long hours afterwards.  We know that he had slyly contrived to slip into her home and to steal a hair clip from her bedroom as a kind of talisman of his desire for her.  Alicia bumps into him during this episode, and, in this, her last experience of him before her accident, she is terrified by his incursion. So, we have seen something of his iron determination to establish some private, even magical link to her despite the fact that this involves an unwanted violation of her personal privacy and its potential cost of alienating her completely. 

After the rape occurs, we intermittently see something more of his cunning, his anger, and his pride, and, in the late part of the film, the steelier side of his character is displayed in his still grimmer determination not to be completely separated from her forever.  As such, these traits may actually deepen and reinforce some sympathy for him, but, if so, whatever sympathy we feel is likely to be ambivalent.  He never expresses remorse for the rape, and his unremittingly devoted obsession with Alicia can seem to be little more than a mode of self-absorption.  That is, he is fixated on a figure that he has created largely in fantasy, basing the fantasy on the few fragments of information that he has gathered about Alicia’s tastes and interests.  In fact, the fixation and the frustrated fantasy seem only to intensify during the period he is in prison.

The larger vision of Talk to her seems to be roughly this: a caring, intensely devoted man, acting out a welter of confused passions, rapes the comatose patient he adores.  The act is vile, but, by a kind of miracle arising from the man’s spiritual influence, it brings about redemptive results both for the woman and potentially for his male friend.  The miraculous outcomes are the product of a terrible violation, but the positive miracles constitute a legacy, not of the action, but of the unreflective devotion of the man.  It is as if the loving character of his spirit has inscribed itself across the subsequent history of his crime.  

At the beginning of this paper, I raised two general questions.  The first, in effect, was this: how are we supposed, in the end, to understand Benigno’s commitment to Alicia and its legacy?  I have suggested that the core of that legacy lies in his embodiment of the virtue of ‘talking to’ another person in the right way and with the right sort of receptive consideration.  But again, how might that virtue be more fully explained?  To some extent, we probably should not expect that it can be adequately explained.  In the end, there is an element of mystery about the kind of fundamental communion that Benigno tries to establish with Alicia.  When Benigno first tells Marco that he (Marco) should talk to Lydia, Marco asks Benigno to explain what he has in mind.  Benigno replies, “You have to pay attention to women, talk to them, be thoughtful occasionally, caress them.  Remember that they exist, they’re alive, and they matter to us.”  Perhaps these prescriptions are too close to conventional sentiment to be very helpful, but they plainly endorse a special sort of empathetic openness to signs from the other of what they need and want. And, this receptiveness is to be conjoined with a willingness to respond with equal openness to those signs, providing thereby an acknowledgement of the living reality of the other person and the value of his or her life. Finally, this openness in perception and action is to be sustained even in the face of contrary evidence and despite the negative mandates of common sense.  In any case, this is the best positive characterization I can give.

The second question I raised was the following: to what extent are we warranted in accepting Benigno as the exemplar of such a virtue?  He is a troubling and troubled character at best, a character who is capable of an atrocious act.  Does the movie make it too easy to accept its culminating perspective by deflecting us, in the peculiar way that it tells its story, from the full impact of what Benigno has done and from some of the most painful consequences of his deed?   Here again, I believe that each viewer will have to sort out his or her own feelings about Benigno and his curious history.  Nevertheless, there are two points that I would urge in thinking through an answer to this second question.    

First, if Talk to Her were offered to us as a realistic case study of the actions of a sexually ambivalent male nurse and his friend, then our warrant for seeing Benigno as a paragon of anything would be dubious.  But, naturally, it is not presented to us in this way.  In the opening shot, a theatrical curtain rises on the stage for Café Muller, but it equally and emphatically rises from off the surface of the movie image itself. As this odd shot suggests, the film is offered as a piece of theater, a theatrical piece in which the realistic, the melodramatic, and the comic are woven together. And, just as the opening dance number stages a parable of affliction and desperate attempts to provide some assistance and relief, the movie also offers us a kind of parable—a ‘moral fable,’ of, say, perversity and its unpredictable relations to human well-being.  Now, it may well be that some will have difficulty accepting the movie even in these terms, but it is important at least to grasp the nature of the imaginative framework which the movie seeks to establish.    

Second, Almodovar has stated that, at least in his early films, he had an ‘amoral point of view,’ and I take him to mean that he was unconcerned in those films with moral evaluations of his characters and their deeds.
 Certainly, many viewers have thought of him as an amoralist of some ilk.  However, I cannot see that, in Talk to Her at least, he proposes some kind of amoral perspective on its action and on the rape in particular. It seems to me that one is entitled to judge that the central act of rape is unequivocally immoral and to permit that judgment to figure centrally in one’s reaction to Benigno.  Indeed, it seems to me that the movie does not ask us to imagine that the rape is either excused or mitigated by Benigno’s emotionally stunted youth.  A strong, negative moral judgment is a natural and correct reaction to this central incident in Benigno’s life. Nevertheless, the film also insists that the moral judgment should not obliterate other aspects of our sympathetic responses to the man.  In particular, it does not give us reason to set aside or give less weight to the rare, empathetic virtues that Benigno has been shown so constantly to exemplify.  It is true that it is not always easy to be sure to what extent Benigno is motivated by a superogotary devotion to Alicia, on the one hand, and by a rather repellant obsession with her, on the other. This difficulty of discernment creates the largest, continuing ambiguity in our possible reactions to Benigno and the film.  Nevertheless, such epistemic uncertainty does not mean that we cannot distinguish between the two types of motivation or that we are doubtful about which we value and which we deplore. It is my impression that for Almodovar, Benigno is a kind of genuine saint,
 but, in Almodovar’s world, sainthood is fully compatible with bizarre fetishization and even crime.  We may struggle to keep our conflicted responses to Benigno straight, but Talk to Her does not require that we conflate the moral and non-moral considerations upon which those responses have been based.
                      

                                                             George M. Wilson

                                                             University of Southern California

�  The fact that Alicia is unconscious and completely helpless when Benigno rapes her does makes the rape especially disturbing in certain respects, but Connie Rosati has stressed to me that, because Alicia is in a coma, the rape actually lacks certain other characteristic features of rape that are themselves quite terrible as well.  First, Benigno is obviously not forcing Alicia to do something against her will, and it is not his aim to humiliate her or to cause her to experience his subjugating power over her.  Second, he is not circumventing her will as he would be if she had been conscious and, for instance, he had administered a drug that inhibited or destroyed her capacity to try to resist.  These and related considerations may qualify our specific reactions to Benigno’s rape, but they will not alter our judgment that the action is morally wrong.     





�  The qualification, “for the most part,” is important here, and later in the discussion I will consider some of the amendments that need to be added.  I believe that the audience’s relation to Benigno is meant to be predominantly sympathetic, but it is also critical that one is bound to feel considerable ambivalence toward him as well.  This ambivalence is one aspect of the movie that generates its complexity of emotional tone, a complexity that is hard to describe adequately.  But, I will explore this issue at some length.





�  The interview was originally published in New York Times 17 November 2002.  It as reprinted as “The Track of a Teardrop, a Filmmaker’s Path,” in Pedro Almodovar Interviews ed. by Paula Willoquet-Maricondi (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press,2004), p. 163.  





�  I owe to Connie Rosati my sense of the importance of this blunt formulation of the question.





�  Jerry Dworkin singled out the significance of this topic for me, and it deserves a more elaborate investigation than I can give it here.





� Gideon Yaffe proposed to me this way of understanding the character. 





� Gideon Yaffe pointed out how often the failure of one character to tell another something that the former knows and the latter ought to know figures in the development of the plot.





�  At the beginning of Almodovar’s 1997 movie Live Flesh (Carne tremula). an infant is born on a bus, and, at the end of the movie, a child is born in a taxi, both vehicles driving through the streets of Madrid.  The child born on the bus is one of the male protagonists, Victor, and the child born in the taxi is his son.  In both cases, a character talks to the as yet unborn child, encouraging the infant to emerge.  It is Victor who talks in this way to his own child, telling him that he is coming into a much better world than the world into which he (Victor) had been born.  So, even here we have a striking example of affectionate but unreasonable ‘talking to’ another being who cannot possibly comprehend the words.





 


� Dick Moran emphasized to me the importance of this remark as an early and critical turning point in Marco’s movement toward Benigno’s point of view.  It is worth noting that, earlier in the film, when Lydia asks him if he is single, Marco says to her, “I am alone.”  It is an odd way of answering her simple question, and I take it that, in both instances, it is Marco’s condition of emotional isolation (‘being alone’) that is being underscored.





� When Marco first sees Alicia in her hospital room, she suddenly opens her eyes and seems to stare at him.  Benigno explains that this is a purely automatic reaction that occurs intermittently in the comatose. Since Alicia is still in her coma, she is not responding to Marco and does not see him. Nevertheless, in light of their potential coming together at the film’s conclusion, this moment can be read as symbolizing a special attunement between them that is supposed to exist at some level from the outset.





� For instance, in an interview with Victor Russo (in Film Comment, November/December, 1988), Almodovar says, “I like big melodramas, but I can’t actually make a big melodrama because my point of view is amoral.”  However, he may only mean that he can’t accept the kind of prevailing morality that, in his view, lies at the basis of ‘big melodrama.’ This interview is also re-printed in the collection cited in endnote 3.  See p. 65 in this volume.   





� It is interesting to recall the odd exchange between Marco, Lydia’s sister, and her husband about certain missionaries in Africa.  The two men claim that these missionaries have taken to raping the local nuns because they are afraid that the native women might be HIV infected.  The rapes performed by the missionaries have an added dimension of atrocity because their actions obviously desecrate the most basic values that they hypocritically profess to represent.  Benigno’s rape of Alicia, by contrast, has a touch of personal pathos: it violates, not only the woman, but the fundamental, compassionate virtue that Benigno basically represents.  





�  I have had a lot of help with this paper.  I received incisive comments from Robert Pippin, Michael Fried, and Louise Antony, when the paper was first read at the APA session in Chicago.  Jerry Dworkin, Dick Moran and Gideon Yaffe read early versions of the paper and made a range of very helpful suggestions, only some of which I have been able to take up in the text. Moran also saved me from a couple of embarrassing errors.  Connie Rosati also read an early version and sent me written comments that have had an extremely valuable impact on the final draft, an impact that extends well beyond the points acknowledged in earlier footnotes.  Finally, the biggest influence on the paper came from Karen Wilson with whom I have discussed the movie a gazillion times.  In fact, I talk to HER a lot.    
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