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Trouble in Paradise: Stanley Kubrick’s Eyes
Wide Shut (1999), from Generic Instability to
an Ethics of Trouble
Vincent Jaunas

PLAN
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The Paranoid Thriller
An Ethics of Trouble

TEXTE

Upon its release in 1999, Eyes Wide Shut baffled and frus trated quite a
few critics and scholars who expected Stanley Kubrick’s last work to
be a daring explor a tion of erot i cism, only to discover a film they
considered a disap point ingly prudish and conser vative
Erotic Thriller 1. Others noted how the film evades any easy generic
affil i ation, like Peter Brad shaw, who writes in his review published in
The Guardian that the film cannot be considered an Erotic Thriller, as
it is  “sui generis in modern Anglo phone cinema: in a genre, if not a
League, of its own, this genre being best described as Manhattan
Porn Gothic” 2 – Brad shaw nonethe less argues the film’s explor a tion
of erot i cism is disap pointing. Tellingly, even Roger Ebert, who praises
the film, notes that it feels like a patch work of various film genres
bound together 3. In other words, the prob lem atic initial recep tion of
the film owes much to its troub ling depar ture from the codes of the
Erotic Thriller.

1

In this article, I would like to argue  that Eyes Wide  Shut constantly
altern ates between genres, builds up several layers of generic
conven tions only to decon struct them  all, in order  to foster a
troubled viewing exper i ence. This generic super im pos i tion
constantly frus trates the viewer’s horizon of expect a tion, there fore
indu cing a spec tat orial feeling of loss which paral lels the emotional
state of the prot ag onist, Bill Hasford, who, following an initial ques ‐
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tioning of his marital bliss, is confronted to the disrup tion of the
found a tions of his entire exist ence. This generic instability
thus enables Eyes Wide Shut to ques tion the moral and philo soph ical
need for clarity that most narrative films rest upon, and to ulti mately
advocate an ethics of trouble.

A Romantic Comedy / A Comedy
of Remarriage
The first sequence of Eyes Wide Shut suggests the film to be a quint‐ 
es sen tial Romantic Comedy, one that harks back to the heyday of
Clas sical Holly wood and unmis tak ably evokes the works of Howard
Hawks, Preston Sturges or Ernst Lubitsch. Indeed, the title of the
latter’s 1922  comedy, Trouble in  Paradise, seems excep tion ally well
fitted to evoke Eyes Wide Shut 4. As in many such comedies, the film
displays a highly glam orous couple – played by the equally glam orous
real- life star couple, Nicole Kidman and Tom Cruise – living in a
lavish Manhattan apart ment and enjoying a life of upper- class social‐
ites. As they attend a party given by a million aire, Victor Ziegler
(Sidney Pollack), the Lubits chian dimen sion of the film becomes
explicit through the narrative and the visuals. The music and the
cham pagne imbue the scenes with a slightly intox ic ating quality,
magni fied by the warm hues and the glit tering of the numerous
Christmas lights, and emphas ized both by the filming – the camera
spins around the dancers – and the editing, as various long dissolves
suggest the dream like quality of a party whose magni fi cence evokes
the soph ist ic a tion of Lubitsch’s world. The narrative itself even
echoes the Lubits chian trope of the European playboy, through the
char acter of Victor Szavost, a cliché seducer from Hungary who flirts
with Alice, while two models simul tan eously flirt with her husband.

3

This double flir ta tion specific ally connects Eyes Wide Shut to the sub- 
genre of the Romantic Comedy famously analysed by Stanley Cavell,
the Comedy of Remarriage. 5 As the couple begins to drift apart in the
party, the viewer may expect the film to adopt the genre’s typical
narrative struc ture, a couple split ting up and then getting reunited,
their love for each other reignited. In many regards, this generic
pattern is indeed respected throughout the film, to the point that
Sam Azulys even ventures to describe Eyes Wide Shut as the “latest
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instance of a Comedy of  Remarriage” 6. However, from the very
begin ning of the film, several elements suggest that this initial
generic pattern is but a super fi cial layer of the film, one bound to
break open and lead the narrative astray.

Indeed, the very opening shot breaks one of the main conven tions of
the Comedies of Remar riage, a genre shaped by the censor ship of the
Hayes Code, as Alice undresses and Kidman’s naked body is fully
revealed. This shot imbues the first sequence with a promise of
explicit sexu ality that troubles the light, casual erotic tension that
came to be asso ci ated with Comedies of Remar riage. Moreover, the
film was openly advert ised as an Erotic Thriller which would explore
the sex life of its main char ac ters – and of their actors – in a highly
provoc ative way 7 so that the initial scenes may be viewed as nothing
more than a façade that should soon give way to a more troub ling –
and perhaps also to a more enti cing – explor a tion of erot i cism.
Moreover, sexu ality is also announced as a latent source of anxiety
during Ziegler’s party, as Dr Hasford is asked by Ziegler to go up to a
bath room and help a pros ti tute who passed out from an over dose.
Several shots displaying the woman’s naked body slouched on a chair
asso ciate sex with death.

5

This troub ling amount of explicit nudity thus goes against the
conven tions of the Comedies of Remar riage, by showing what is
gener ic ally expected to remain off screen. Beyond  nudity, Eyes
Wide  Shut also emphas ises another aspect of marital rela tion ships
usually left off screen in Romantic Comedies: the mundane. Indeed,
instead of cutting right to the party after Alice’s undressing, the
opening scene of the film lingers on the char ac ters getting ready. In
Alice’s second scene, the woman is seen urin ating as her husband
enters the bath room, so that in her first two scenes, the char acter
becomes asso ci ated with both sexu ality and trivi ality, two subjects
gener ic ally expected to be left out.

6

By expli citly asso ci ating her with two offscreen, latent elements of
Comedies of Remar riage, the film suggests Alice to be ill fitted for this
Lubits chian façade. This implic a tion is rein forced during the party: as
she flirts with Szavost, the playboy cliché, the char acter appears
aware of the illusory quality of the world she evolves in, thanks to
Kidman’s subtle Brech tian acting. Dennis Bingham argues that in this
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scene, “even Alice’s emotional responses are presented as signs, not
as exper i ences for the audi ence to ‘share’  unproblematically” 8.
Through such a distan cing perform ance, Kidman suggests her char‐ 
acter can see through the façade of a world shaped by the restricting
generic patterns of the Comedies of Remar riage, and offers a theat‐ 
rical, slightly ironic rendi tion of the role expected from her, as if
aware that such an act may not hold for long.

Bill, on the other hand, is initially char ac ter ized by his blind ness:
whereas most of the film is seen through the char acter’s eyes, Bill’s
point of view is conspicu ously absent in Alice’s initial nude scene,
suggesting the husband fails to see his wife. As the couple is getting
ready, the char acter then fails to find his wallet, and in the bath room
Alice, shortly after urin ating next to her husband, blames him for not
looking at her after she asked him about her hair. Bill’s eyes remain
shifty throughout the whole apart ment scene. Once in Ziegler’s party,
on the other hand, he fixes his eyes and stares intensely at all the
people he talks to. Cruise’s perform ance thus suggests the char acter’s
eyes are only able to see in an envir on ment as surreally magni fi cent
as this one – the very envir on ment Alice treats as fake and super fi cial.
When alone with Alice in their apart ment, Bill fails to see his wife
precisely as she becomes asso ci ated with the coarse and real istic
elements left offscreen in Romantic Comedies – nudity, bodily needs
and trivi ality are not part of Bill’s perceptive world.

8

As a result, the glam orous Lubits chian setting becomes asso ci ated
with an ideal ised surface world, a world hiding more trouble some
depths. The film’s generic affil i ation with the Romantic Comedy
appears to trans late Bill’s ideal ised repres ent a tion of himself, of his
marriage and of his  reality 9; but while the char acter’s tend ency to
blind himself by looking only at a Hollywood- like reality is firmly
estab lished, his view point contrasts with the many jarring elements
the viewers are invited to see.

9

Unsur pris ingly, there fore, it is Alice who initi ates the film’s first
generic shift that  leads Eyes Wide Shut to lean towards the genre of
the Erotic Thriller. As the couple is in bed discussing Ziegler’s party,
an argu ment breaks out while they evoke their parallel flir ta tions
with other guests. Though its premises of jeal ousy may be expected
from a Comedy of Remar riage, this argu ment then leads Alice to tell
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Bill about a former fantasy of hers: years ago, Alice saw a Navy officer
to whom she was so attracted that she fantas ized about leaving her
husband and her kid for him. This revel a tion leads Bill to a series of
nocturnal flir ta tions with other women.

The Erotic Thriller
Although the Erotic Thriller repres ents the film’s most explicit
generic affil i ation, it is a highly prob lem atic one, notably due to a lack
of sex scenes: Bill never ends up cheating on his wife. Sexu ality is
almost absent from a film which aims at exploring frus tra tion rather
than excite ment. Whereas Eyes Wide Shut was advert ised as a daring
explor a tion of Cruise and Kidman’s love life, the only time the couple
has an inter course occurs at the begin ning of the film (between
Ziegler’s party and Alice’s confes sion) and, following a teasing gaze of
Alice breaking the fourth wall through a mirror shot, it is left off
screen, as an abrupt cut to black invites the viewers to reflect on
what they have been forbidden to see. In addi tion, Alice is shown
naked in two brief scenes. The first one occurs when she undresses
in the very first shot of the film, only to be abruptly hidden by a title
card which prevents the viewer’s scopo philia – espe cially the male
viewer’s scopo philia – from being satis fied. Soon after, Alice is briefly
seen dressing up during a rapid montage comparing her day to day
routine with Bill’s: once again, the brevity of the shot, unan nounced
by any narrative clue, tends to take the viewers by surprise as one
barely has time to notice Kidman’s body. Alice dressing answers the
first shot of her undressing, as a way to play fully signal the audi ence
that from now on, they will not be allowed to see her naked anymore,
thus frus trating their expect a tions. Iron ic ally, there fore, erotic
images only appear at the very begin ning of the film and Bill’s
wander ings, though closely asso ci ated with the genre of the Erotic
Thriller through the char acter’s many flir ta tions and apparent quest
for an extramar ital affair – may be felt as a frus trating let- down.

11

In her study of the Erotic Thriller, Linda Williams views these frus tra‐ 
tions as “generic failures”:

12

Eyes Wide Shut prom ises treats in its marketing which it fails to
deliver through its diegesis [...] the film itself stops short in its
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present a tion of sex [...] Eyes Wide Shut, as its title suggests, presents
its voyeurism [and] its sexual quest [...] in a way that is
indis tin guish able from lower- end soft core, and marries them to a
narrative of intrigue, murder and sexual power which has been more
extens ively handled in much cheaper films 10.

Whereas Williams tends to echo the film’s early critics who  blamed
Eyes Wide Shut as a failed occur rence of the genre, one might argue
that the film’s rela tion ship with the Erotic Thriller is best under stood
by comparing its plot to the proto typ ical generic narrative that the
scholar herself summar izes in her study. According to her, “the
classic opening narrative [of Erotic Thrillers] runs thus: a neglected
wife, some years into her lousy marriage, is advised by her female
friend to find satis fac tion with some new blood. Early scenes in which
wives fail to get their husbands to come to bed are legion”. In
many regards, Eyes Wide Shut echoes this proto typ ical narrative: Bill’s
lack of atten tion to his wife is suggested by his inca pa city to truly
look at her. If the couple does go to bed together, Alice’s lingering
look in the mirror suggests a lack of emotional invest ment, or at least
a dissat is fac tion, with her love life. However, this prox imity only
stresses the film’s specificity: had it sought to be a tradi tional Erotic
Thriller, it would have followed Alice’s adven ture with the Navy
officer, with Bill’s desire for revenge looming in the horizon.  In Eyes
Wide Shut, this plot is both virtual and belonging to the distant past.
Instead of focusing on Alice’s lustful desires, the film centres on the
failing husband, Bill, now haunted by this Erotic- Thriller-that-could-
have-been.

13

The haunting dimen sion of this virtual poten ti ality is expressed
through a recur ring mental image displaying Bill’s way of imagining
his wife having sex with an officer – an image which first appears
right after Alice’s confes sion and there fore initi ates Bill’s sexual quest
and the film’s shift towards the Erotic Thriller. With the cliché repres‐ 
ent a tion of the Navy man dressed in his white uniform, the blue hue
of the image and its slight slow motion, these shots bear all the
narrative and aesthetic char ac ter istics of a cheap soft core Erotic
Thriller, thus under lining the fact that the genre lies dormant in Eyes
Wide Shut, as a troub ling, under lying pres ence shaping Bill’s imagin a‐ 
tion and destroying his para disi acal self- representation of himself
and of his marriage, thus trig gering a highly disquieting sexual quest.

14
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The generic conven tions of the Erotic Thriller seem to emanate from
Bill’s mind 11 – the char acter can only under stand his wife’s story by
invoking such generic tropes – but they end up shaping his reality
(and, consequently, the film itself) as Bill now appears to perceive his
surrounding as the setting of an Erotic Thriller and acts out accord‐ 
ingly. Bill’s nightly wander ings depict the char acter’s attempt to come
to terms with the troub ling incur sion of a fantasy reminding him his
life might have resembled that of the secondary char acter of some
Erotic Thriller, an incur sion that disrupts his previous self- 
representation as the star of a glam orous Comedy.

Unsur pris ingly, there fore, his adven tures betray a heightened anxiety
regarding sex. All the women Bill encoun ters appear desper ately
eager to sleep with him, but each attempt is cut short by an exterior
event – a phone call from Alice, the inter ven tion of a third party – so
that the narrative itself, through a mixture of entice ment followed by
repres sion, seems to reflect Bill’s sexual anxiety. Whereas, as Williams
explains, Erotic Thrillers all asso ciate sex with some external danger,
the first half of Eyes Wide Shut inter n al ises such associations 12 as a
sense of fore boding pervades the film while the prot ag onist faces no
exterior threat, so that it is the possib ility of an extramar ital sexual
encounter that becomes an onto lo gic ally violent element, an element
that threatens Bill’s entire world view. Although the film leaves various
inter pret ative paths open as to the reasons leading Bill to enter upon
a sexual quest of his own, it may thus notably be under stood as an
attempt by the char acter to gain control over the exist en tial threat
posed by extramar ital affairs. In addi tion, Bill’s now anxious rela tion
to sexu ality opens up a subtext of gender troubles: his sexual orient a‐ 
tions are ques tioned several times, notably when the char acter is
harassed in the street by a group of young students calling him a
‘faggot’, so that Bill’s previ ously assertive mode of phallic masculinity
appears to have been threatened by the real isa tion that his wife had
fantasies for another man. Tom Cruise’s intro verted, with drawn
inter pret a tion evokes the anxi eties of a char acter unaware of how to
act now that his belief in his dominant posi tion has been ques tioned;
a fact all the more apparent as Bill constantly faces older, more
assertive char ac ters who embody a more powerful kind of
phallic masculinity. 13 Both these aspects thus reveal how, by displa‐ 
cing the generic expect a tions of the Erotic Thriller onto the adven ‐
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tures of a side char acter – the discarded husband – whose own
evolving percep tion of reality seems to be at the core of the film’s
generic affil i ation, the strategy of generic troub ling developed in Eyes
Wide Shut fosters a viewing exper i ence which echoes the char acter’s
own troubled state.

As the film sets out to explore the impact of this fantasy perceived as
an Erotic Thriller in Bill’s psyche,  the mise en  scène becomes fully
subjective. As Mario Falsetto points out, everything one sees and
hears following Alice’s revel a tion may be thought to be filtered by
Bill’s point of view, or may even trans late a dream of the character 14.
The dream like quality of the filming and of the narrative, full of
strange symbol isms, surprising twists and confusing coin cid ences,
thus creates a state of uncer tainty (is it a dream or objective reality?)
which, in itself, reflects Bill’s troubled state, as the virtu ality repres‐ 
ented by the Erotic Thriller narrative has collapsed upon his previ‐ 
ously ideal ized percep tion of reality. Even though they have been
spurred by jeal ousy, Bill’s uncer tain ties there fore spill beyond the
realms of sexual and gender iden tities, and lead the char acter to
enter a world of abso lute epistem o lo gical uncer tainty, as under lined
by the orgy scene.

16

In many regards, the orgy acts as the epitome of the film’s prob lem‐ 
atic generic asso ci ation with the Erotic Thriller. After several
encoun ters with women which failed to lead to adul tery, Bill goes to
see Nick, an old friend of his whom he had chanced upon during
Ziegler’s party. Nick, a pianist, tells him about myster ious orgies full
of secretive men in disguise and stun ningly beau tiful pros ti tutes, at
which he plays the piano blind folded. Bill manages to obtain the pass‐ 
word for this night’s orgy, rents a mask and a costume and blends in
as one of the guests. He attends to a ritual cere mony during which
pros ti tutes get undressed and pick a guest as their partner for the
night. The prot ag onist even tu ally gets picked by a woman who
advises him to flee as he has been recog nised as an intruder. This
woman is even tu ally taken away by another guest, and Bill freely
explores the mansion, watching various sexual acts being performed
for the bene fits of the guests. Even tu ally, Bill is recog nised as an
intruder, cornered by the members of this myster ious group, and is
only allowed to escape thanks to the inter ven tion of the pros ti tute,
appar ently willing to sacri fice herself so he can live.

17
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Even though Bill himself still does not manage to commit adul tery,
the two core elements of the Erotic Thriller previ ously missing are
finally included. First, Bill now appears to face actual dangers, as he
seems to risk his life by intruding upon this myster ious sect. In addi‐ 
tion, the nudity and soft core porno graphy, so frus trat ingly absent
until then, are now over abundant, and the viewers are free to gorge
their eyes on a seem ingly unlim ited amount of naked body parts and
sexual perform ances. However, such an over abund ance of obvi ously
staged acts destroys all the erotic poten tial of the scene, and turns
the orgy into the night marish climax of an anxious rela tion to sexu‐ 
ality. The fright ening masked watchers act as deeply unset tling
mirror images of both Bill and the viewers, thus preventing “the
deneg a tion of the pres ence of the viewer’s gaze” which Chris tian
Metz argues to be essen tial for filmic scopo philia to func‐ 
tion properly 15.

18

During the orgy, the excess of visib ility of nude bodies goes hand in
hand with a dissim u la tion of the char ac ters’ faces, which seems to
turn Bill’s focus away from sexu ality and towards the desire to find
out the iden tity of everyone involved: the char acter’s stare rests as
much on the myster ious masked watchers as on the naked women.
The viewers’ own hermen eutic curi osity may certainly be excited by
the watchers’ secret iden tities, all the more so as the expected erot i‐ 
cism fails to deliver any satis fac tion, thus enabling our focus to shift
else where. The myster ious sect appears incred ibly rich and powerful,
yet the iden tity of its members remains unknown, while even the
iden tity of the woman sacri fi cing herself for Bill is a mystery, so that
one may wonder why this woman was so intent on helping the prot‐ 
ag onist. Along side these identity- related mysteries, the very meaning
of each and everyone’s action becomes excess ively opaque: the sect’s
esoteric rituals and the char ac ters’ beha viours seem to with hold a
myster ious signi fic a tion that both Bill and the viewers cannot grasp.
After Bill leaves the orgy, most of the narrative focuses on the char‐ 
acter’s attempt to shed light on these various mysteries, thus
confirming that the orgy itself has marked a generic shift towards the
Para noid Thriller 16.

19
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The Para noid Thriller
In his  book Projecting  Paranoia, Ray Pratt argues that Para noid
Thrillers, films in which a prot ag onist believes that obscure forces are
acting against him, reflect “the emer gence of the post modern situ‐ 
ation, with its loss of sense of what is ‘true’ and ‘real’, as well as the
erosion of tradi tional liberal notions of citizen ship, indi vidu ality and
agency. Conspiracy theory is often symp to matic of a more pervasive
anxiety among indi viduals concerning their ability to control
their  lives”. 17 In Eyes Wide Shut, the generic shift towards the Para‐ 
noid Thriller reflects two main anxi eties which, although they may
symbol ic ally relate to Alice’s revel a tion, are narrat ively distant from it,
so that the story seems to have drifted far away from its
starting point.

20

First, the world now seems to be controlled by myster ious forces out
of the char acter’s reach. After the orgy, Bill invest ig ates on the sect.
All along his way, however, the latter appears one step ahead of him,
aware of all his actions and capable of stop ping him at every turn. Not
only does Bill appear spied on, the sect seems to be endowed with a
super human capa city to predict his decisions: indeed, as soon as the
char acter returns to the mansion where the orgy had taken place, a
threat ening messenger appears and gives him a letter demanding him
to stop his invest ig a tion. Since the messenger brings the letter mere
seconds after Bill’s arrival, one may wonder how the sect managed to
guess his coming. The reach of the sect seems beyond human limits,
so that everything surrounding Bill poten tially becomes part of a
super human conspiracy to stop him. Bill’s loss of agency is there fore
abso lute, the source of both a hermen eutic and a meta phys ical
anxiety, as the world now seems secretly ruled by forces that go not
only beyond an indi vidual’s reach, but even beyond reason.

21

Such an anxiety is correl ated to a second one, more closely centred
on troubled inter sub jectivity. Every char acter now seems poten tially
connected to the sect, so that one’s true iden tity appears onto lo gic‐ 
ally myster ious. Upon Bill’s quest to discover the iden tity of the
woman who saved him, the prot ag onist reads a press article relating
the death of a model from a drug over dose. Suspecting she may be
his saviour from the orgy, Bill goes to see her body at the morgue.

22
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There, an attentive viewer may recog nize the woman who initially
over dosed in Ziegler’s bath room, but could not know whether this
woman was indeed Bill’s saviour. As Bill slowly bends towards the
corpse, a slow zoom brings the viewer closer as well. This shot
epitom izes how the Other’s face has become an impen et rable mask,
one whose opacity may, beyond the mere issue of recog ni tion,
initiate a deep meta phys ical anxiety as to the insur mount able
distance separ ating an indi vidual from anyone else.

If the repres ent a tion of such deep meta phys ical doubt fits with the
generic shift leading the narrative towards the Para noid Thriller
(similar anxi eties are to be found in Inva sion of the Body Snatchers by
Don Siegel (1953) for instance), the sequence weaves a strong
symbolic connec tion with the troubles that origin ated with Alice’s
revel a tion, as it becomes apparent that due to this revel a tion, Bill
cannot recog nize his wife anymore – in the midst of his para noid
adven ture, he comes home and sees Alice acting as an ideal mother,
while the char acter’s fantasy of adul tery is played out in the
soundtrack. This “audi ovisual disson ance”, to use Michel
Chion’s terminology 18, under lines the fact that Bill cannot recog nize
Alice as two different women now seem to coexist within the same
body. In other words, the narrative arc connected to the Para noid
Thriller (Bill’s confront a tion to the sect) somehow echoes the film’s
other narrative arc initially developed as a Comedy of Remar riage and
then turned into an Erotic Thriller (Bill’s marital troubles), even
though those two parts are narrat ively distant 19.

23

The generic confu sion entailed by this confla tion of two distinct
narrative arcs is enhanced by the fact that the viewer is drawn to
exper i ence a meta phys ical doubt similar to Bill’s, as the prot ag onist
himself appears more and more enig matic, thus preventing any
unprob lem atic iden ti fic a tion: Cruise’s under played perform ance
under lines the opacity of a char acter who, even though he is the
clear focal iser of the film, never reveals his own subjectivity. As
Michel Chion summar izes, Bill wears a mask during the orgy, but
once he takes it off, the viewer cannot see anything  more. 20 The
char acter’s opacity adds an extra layer of generic instability, as some
of his actions jar with the expected beha viour of a char acter fighting
against an obscure conspiracy. For instance, whereas the prot ag on‐ 
ists of such archetypal Para noid Thrillers as John  Frankenheimer’s

24
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The Mand churian Candidate (1962) or Alan Pakula’s The Parallax View
(1975) do not rest until they have either defeated the conspiracy or
have been defeated by it, Bill, in the midst of his invest ig a tion, takes
the time to visit Domino, a pros ti tute he had almost slept with during
one of his early frus trated attempts, and even brings her cakes, as
though utterly obli vious of the mystery he is facing. Upon finding out
she is absent, he then flirts with her room mate in a surpris ingly
aggressive fashion for a man who had thus far been a very
passive character.

Bill’s unpre dict ab ility, combined with the perman ence of a highly
erot i cized atmo sphere – as though the Erotic Thriller subpart still
permeated through Bill’s para noid invest ig a tion – breaks away from
the conven tions of the Para noid Thriller by merging together uncon‐ 
nected narrative threads which further trouble the film’s own iden‐ 
tity. In the midst of these unstable grounds, the film reaches an
abrupt ending, as all these various epis odes are brought to an end
within the space of about fifteen minutes. Let us now envi sion how
this ending enables Kubrick to develop an ethics of trouble, while
providing a meta filmic reflec tion on cinema’s tend ency for narrative
and semantic clarity and closure.

25

An Ethics of Trouble
While still at the morgue, Bill is summoned by Ziegler, who then
reveals he is part of the sect, and was asked by the other members to
convince Bill to stop his invest ig a tion. Ziegler then provides Bill with
a reas suring narrative which depicts the sect as a less fright ening
group than it may have seemed: he argues that the entire ritual was
staged so as to scare Bill into a submissive silence. As for Bill’s savior,
she was not harmed. The dead pros ti tute Bill went to see was uncon‐ 
nected to these events, and just happened to over dose at the same
time. Far from a super human evil society, the members of this group
may, after all, be nothing more than powerful lewd men intent on
protecting their anonymity. Ziegler’s explan a tion thus acts as a Deus
Ex Machina supposedly bringing the many mysteries of the plot to a
close. Ziegler seems to self- consciously act the part when claiming
the death of the over dosed pros ti tute was an acci dent, as he play fully
quotes a stereo typ ical state ment liable to provide closure in a
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detective story: “Her door was locked from the inside. The police are
happy. End of story”. However, it is a highly unsat is fying closure. Bill
himself clearly does not believe him. Even if one decides to trust
Ziegler’s version, this narrative does not explain the many myster ious
coin cid ences, echoes and digres sions that were part of the para‐ 
noid atmosphere.

Unsat is fying as it may be, this mock conclu sion does put an end to
the film’s digres sion towards the Para noid Thriller, as Bill then comes
home and the conspiracy is utterly discarded. The narrative centers
back on the couple’s marriage. Bill sees his orgy mask lying by Alice’s
side on the bed, which leads him to burst into tears and to tell Alice
the whole story. From then on, the threat of adul tery which anim ated
the Erotic Thriller narrative arc is completely left aside as well. 21 The
last scene shows the couple Christmas shop ping for their daughter, a
familial setting which jars with the explor a tion of the shady New York
night life that had encap su lated the film’s flir ta tion with the Erotic
Thriller. The well- lit depart ment store, filled with warm colors and
toys, unmis tak ably evokes the original setting of Ziegler’s party, so
that the viewer may expect the ending to echo the begin ning and at
least provide a closure adapted to the tropes of Comedies of Remar‐ 
riage. Just as in George Cukor’s Phil adelphia Story (1940) for instance,
the discarded husband does manage to patch things up with his wife.
However, the circular struc ture of the film does not imply that the
couple will now go back to a self- blinding retreat in an ideal ized
façade world: as Bill prom ises to love Alice “forever”, thus paving the
way for a fairytale narrative closure, his wife stops him and argues
she is afraid of that word. Instead, in the film’s final line, she urges the
couple to “fuck” as soon as possible.

27

In so doing, Alice points at the  way Eyes Wide  Shut offers a happy
ending para dox ic ally devoid of all closure. Even though it ends with a
situ ation typical of Comedies of Remar riage (the spouses are ready
for a new start), the various layers of uncer tainty opened up by the
various generic shifts remain wide open. As Laura Mulvey suggests,
“there are two grand conven tions of narrative closure, devices that
allow the drive of a story to return to a stasis: death or marriage” 22.
In Eyes Wide Shut, the expected Remar riage does not provide an “ever
after” kind of stability, while the death of the pros ti tute, far from
providing closure, looms large as a narrative opening, the kind of
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deaths that would rather initiate an invest ig a tion than close
a narrative.

The couple must find a way to remain united in spite of the epistem‐ 
o lo gic ally unstable world they now evolve in, and even thanks to it, as
self- awareness may prevent them from falling back into a world of
certain ties they now know to be illu sions. Like wise, the viewer must
strive to find satis fac tion in a happy ending that does not solve the
film’s generic troubles, and even provides an ulti mate reminder of its
attempt at generic disor i ent a tion, since Alice’s word “fuck”, just
before the end credit, reminds us that the expected Erotic Thriller
didn’t take place, as the hope of seeing an explicit inter course
involving the two stars – a hope so actively fanned by the film’s
promo tion – will now be frus trated forever. Three consec utive unsat‐ 
is fying conclu sions reflex ively indicate that Eyes Wide Shut expli citly
avoids wrap ping up its narrative in a neat ending providing both
narrative and semantic closure, in order for the film to point at the
epistem o lo gical uncer tainty which one is invited to consider as
inherent to the human condi tion, in spite of one’s tend ency to blind
oneself from this fact, as epitom ized by Bill. By failing to provide
closure to the three generic struc tures developed throughout the
film, the ending thus points at the frus trat ingly limited scope of a
world view – Bill’s – which, by seeing the world through the prism of
generic patterns, fails to embrace its  complexity 23. Only by being
kept away from the tempta tion to view his life through an arti fi cially
simplistic narrative prism, thanks to his wife’s watch ful ness, can Bill
hope to save his marriage. Bill’s situ ation there fore sheds light on the
film’s meta filmic reflec tion: by prob lem at ic ally merging together
three distinct generic  patterns, Eyes Wide  Shut fosters a troub ling
viewing exper i ence which reflex ively indic ates films’ tend ency to
simplify a complex reality by subsuming it into an arti fi cially coherent
set of generic conventions.

29

The visuals of the last scene beau ti fully convey the film’s reflec tion, as
it intro duces the first shallow focus of the entire film. Everything
around the char ac ters looks like a blurry shim mering of lights and
colors, whereas the photo graphy  of Eyes Wide  Shut is, in every
other scene, char ac ter ized by constant depth of field and total image
sharp ness. As the char ac ters attempt to reunite within a world that
now appears blurry, Eyes Wide Shut suggests one should open one’s
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Kubrick himself had planned.

8  Dennis Bingham, “Kidman, Cruise and  Kubrick”. More than a Method:
Trends and Tradi tions in Contem porary Film Performance, edited by Cynthia
Baron, Diane Carson and Frank  Tomasulon. Wayne State Univer sity Press,
2004, p. 261.
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pros ti tute in Ziegler’s bath room, as well as the two scenes showing Nicole
Kidman undressing, prevent the film from easily dismissing the following
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implying that the world is indeed filled with sordid lustful affairs – but Bill
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disreg arded by the prot ag onist, who fails to look at his wife. It takes Alice’s
revel a tion for Bill to start focusing on such elements and viewing the world
through the prism of the Erotic Thriller, thus turning the film – shaped by
the prot ag onist’s view point – into a prob lem atic occur rence of this genre.
Rather than a fully subjective fantasy, the film’s shift towards the Erotic
Thriller thus seems to trans late an evol u tion in the prot ag onist’s view point.
Such a use of generic tropes seem ingly arising from the char acter’s own
view point parti cip ates in the film’s discourse on the way narrat ives may
shape one’s percep tion of reality, as analyzed further at the end of
this article.

12  The second half of the film – following the orgy – does display an
exterior element of danger which may seem to fit the generic expect a tions
of the Erotic Thriller more faith fully. However, we shall see that at this
point, the film strays away from this generic pattern to explore another one.

13  For an analysis of Tom Cruise’s acting  in Eyes Wide  Shut, see Vincent
Jaunas, “Acting Out of the World: The Distan cing Under playing of the Main
Actors in 2001� A Space Odyssey and Eyes Wide Shut”. Cinergie: Il Cinema et le
altre  Arti, n°  12, 2017, pp.  73-82. For an analysis of sexu ality  in Eyes
Wide  Shut, see Celestino Deleyto, “1999. A Closet Odyssey: Sexual
Discourses in Eyes Wide Shut”. Atlantis vol. 28, n° 01, 2006, pp. 29-43.

14  Mario  Falsetto, Stanley Kubrick: A Narrative and Styl istic  Analysis.
Praeger, 2001, pp. 130-141.

15  Chris tian Metz, Le Signi fiant imagin aire : psychana lyse et cinéma. 10/18,
1977, p. 82 (my translation).

16  Once again, this new generic shift seems to emanate from a change in
Bill’s subjective percep tion, which reroutes the film’s whole generic struc‐ 
ture. The object ively enig matic nature of the orgy is already estab lished
prior to Bill’s visit – notably by Nick – but it is Bill’s shifting interest, from
sex to the resol u tion of this mystery, which connects the subsequent filmic
events to the genre of the Para noid Thriller. The fact that this new generic
affil i ation stems from Bill’s new percep tion of reality is emphas ized by the
film’s circular struc ture. Various scenes parallel earlier ones – Bill revisits
the costume shop and Domino’s apart ment; he wanders through the streets
and looks for Nick. These familiar settings, which in the first part were filled
with the promise of sexual encoun ters, now exude a sense of dread and
onto lo gical uncer tainty that trans lates Bill’s altered view point. Here, too,
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one may wonder whether it is Bill who perceives his situ ation through the
prism of filmic conven tions, in this case through the tropes of Para noid
Thrillers, thus turning his life – and the film – into one.

17  Ray Pratt, Projecting Para noia: Conspir at orial Visions in Amer ican  Film.
Univer sity Press of Kansas, 2001, p. 1.

18  Chion defines audi ovisual disson ances as « an effect of diegetic contra‐ 
dic tion between a specific sound and a specific image ». Michel Chion, Un
art sonore, le cinéma : histoire, esthétique, poétique. Cahiers du cinéma, 2003,
p. 419 (my translation).

19  One might argue that from this point onwards, Eyes Wide Shut explores
the skep tical condi tion of mankind, in the sense developed by Stanley
Cavell: Bill is indeed confronted to the distance separ ating two human
beings. The philo soph ical found a tions of the Comedy of Remar riage,
according to Cavell, there fore become mani fest in Kubrick’s film, but only
through the detour of the generic conven tions of the Para noid Thriller,
following a previous detour towards the Erotic Thriller.

20  Michel Chion, Stanley Kubrick  : L’humain, ni plus ni  moins. Cahiers du
cinéma, 2005, p. 506.

21  Celestino Deleyto notes how many critics felt dissat is fied with a “happy
ending in which the couple get back together for no apparent reason”.
Celestino Deleyto, Op. cit., 2006, p. 31.

22  Laura Mulvey, Death 24x a Second: Still ness and the Moving Image. Reak‐ 
tion Books, 2006, p. 71.

23  In so doing, Eyes Wide Shut sheds light on Stanley Kubrick’s (known to
inscribe all his films within specific generic tradi tions) rela tion to film
genres: the aesthetic and narrative conven tions provided by film genres risk
fostering a simplistic frame work through which to compre hend the world,
but dialo ging with such conven tions enables films to effect ively reflect upon
mankind’s diffi culty to face the complexity of the human condition.

RÉSUMÉS

English
More than twenty- five years after its release, Stanley  Kubrick’s Eyes
Wide Shut remains one of the least acclaimed films of the director, despite
his own asser tion that it was his finest film ever. Advert ised as an
erotic thriller, Eyes Wide Shut has tended to be seen as a let- down, a
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strangely puritan reflec tion on sexual anxiety from the director of the much
more explicit A Clock work Orange. I will argue that this dissat is fac tion arises
from the gap between some viewers’ expect a tion of a highly provoc ative,
sex- filled work, and the frus tra tion of all viewers’ expect a tions sought by
Kubrick. Indeed, though Bill Harford’s journey stems from a marital crisis
which ignites psycho sexual anxi eties, such a premise leads him to exper i‐ 
ence a global state of unrest which evolves beyond marriage and sex: sexual
and gender anxi eties bring forth a cognitive and a meta phys ical crisis. Given
the highly subjective quality of the film, which brings the viewer to exper i‐ 
ence the world as filtered by the main char acter’s  consciousness, Eyes
Wide  Shut thus becomes a highly troub ling viewing exper i ence indeed.
Whereas many expected erotic thrills, the film frus trates the spec tator’s
scopo philia, as the expected pleasure derived from watching Tom Cruise
and Nicole Kidman’s love life is thwarted, and instead seeks to produce
hermen eutic and sensory bewil der ment. I argue that the film explores the
various modal ities of trouble to ulti mately develop an ethics of unrest.

Français
Plus de vingt- cinq ans après sa  sortie, Eyes Wide  Shut (Stanley Kubrick,
1999) demeure l’un des films les moins acclamés du cinéaste, en dépit du fait
que Kubrick lui- même le consi dé rait comme son chef d’œuvre. Promu
comme un thriller érotique, le film en a déçu plus d’un, qui y ont vu une
réflexion sur l’anxiété sexuelle éton nam ment puri taine de la part du réali sa‐ 
teur à l’origine du très explicite Orange Mécanique (1971). Cet article suggère
que la médiocre récep tion du film résulte d’un déca lage entre les attentes
d’une part du public, et le projet filmique de trou bler les spec ta teurs. En
effet, bien que les tribu la tions du prota go niste Bill Harford résultent d’une
crise mari tale provo quant des troubles psycho- sexuels, le film déve loppe, à
partir de ces prémisses, une explo ra tion plus radi cale du trouble. Celui- ci
dépasse le cadre des anxiétés sexuelles et se trans forme en crise cogni tive
et méta phy sique. Au vu de la qualité haute ment subjec tive du film, qui
montre le monde diégé tique tel que perçu et déformé par les percep tions
de Bill, Eyes Wide Shut devient, de fait, une expé rience filmique trou blante.
Là où nombre de spec ta teurs et spec ta trices souhai taient se délecter d’un
spec tacle érotique, le film frustre toute satis fac tion voyeu riste et cherche à
susciter un état de confu sion hermé neu tique et senso rielle. Cet article
suggère qu’explorer les diverses moda lités de cette confu sion permet in fine
à Eyes Wide Shut de déve lopper une véri table éthique du trouble.
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