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arranged so that everything—the Liberty Bell celebration, the great
peal of church bells, a magnificent fireworks display, and the charac-
ters themselves—converges on the moment the killer slits the throat
of Jack’s girlfriend Sally? What is this prodigious narrative machine
directed toward—where the entire sky is afire—if not the scream of
the woman stabbed? Jack gets a recording of this scream, since he
had wired Sally, supposedly for protection, with a micro-transmitter
that allowed him to monitor and follow her.

This isn’t Jack’s first horrible mistake. In the past an investigator
whom he had equipped similarly died because of him. Jack’s uncon-
scious has arranged once again for him to place Sally into a perilous
position. The sole resultis that he is enabled to record remotely from
her mouth the scream he’s been after (and which he “missed” with
the investigator’s death because of a technical difficulty). In a
conventionally right-thinking film, the author would “hold on” to
the scream in order to feed the emotion of his own story, as opposed
to the story of the film-within-the-film. The honesty of de Palma’s
film lies in the notion that on the contrary, Jack will take this scream
to his satisfied mixer (“now, that’s a scream!”). This allows the film-
within-the-film to be completed, after which Blow-Out itself just ends
too, as if this whole intrigue were only a monstrous parasitic out-
growth around a professional anecdote, a duty the hero is endlessly
trying to discharge.

In truth this scream, about whose credibility the characters make
such a fuss, is less important as an object. What'’s more important is
the point where it is placed in the story: it becomes a sort of ineffable
black hole toward which there converges an entire fantastic, prepos-
terous, extravagant mechanism—the celebration, the political crime,
the sexual murder, and the whole film—-all this made in order to be
consumed and dissipated, in the unthinkableness and instantaneity of
this scream.

So let us define the screaming point in a cinematic narrative as
something that generally gushes forth from the mouth of a woman,
which by the way does not have to be heard, but which above all
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must fall at an appointed spot, explode at a precise moment, at the
crossroads of converging plot lines, at the end of an often convolut-
ed trajectory, but calculated to give this point a maximum impact.!
The film functions like a Rube Goldberg cartoon mechanism full of
gears, pistons, chains and belts—a machine built to give birth to a
scream.

I use the expression screaming point to emphasize that it’s not so
much the sound quality of the scream that’s important, but its place-
ment. And this place could be occupied by nothing, a blank, an
absence. The screaming point is a point of the unthinkable inside the
thought, of the indeterminate inside the spoken, of unrepresentabil-
ity inside representation. It occupies a point in time, but has no
duration within. It suspends the time of its possible duration; it’s a
rip in the fabric of time. This scream embodies a fantasy of the
auditory absolute, it is seen to saturate the soundtrack and deafen
the listener. It might even be unheard by the screamer.

In films like Psycho, the original King Kong, The Man Who Knew Too
Much, Blow-Out, and part of The Towering Inferno, it’'s amazing to con-
sider the extravagant luxury of the means devoted to the screenplay
and production mobilized in order for everything to be lost and spent
in a woman’s scream. Nothing is spared in order to reach the scream-
ing point. Twenty-story gorillas are invented, a thousand-foot-tall
building is set ablaze, deluges of fireworks, symphony orchestras,
the most ingenious and sophisticated details of production . . . For,
in these films, at a certain moment, all disparate plot lines converge
and break at this moment that quickly dissipates and passes, this mo-
ment of the woman’s scream. As in the monstrous social rite of pot-
latch, nothing is too elaborate or far out if it will lead to a successful
scream.

Why a woman’s scream? Is this a phenomenon endemic to a cin-
ema of sadists, who get off on the spectacle of a woman as prey to
terror? Yes, but: we might also speculate that for men, the woman’s
scream poses the question of the “black hole” of the female orgasm,
which cannot be spoken nor thought. In the very films that are
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