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Trashing the Corpse
The net and Gross Value of the Living Dead

Michael Stock

“Many people today don’t know what a dead person 
looks like.”

Rudolf Schäefer1

 “I’m not dead yet.”
Monty Python and the Holy Grail

Dead in real Life
Even as death demarcates the limits of the body, 
dictating an end-point to “living” existence, 
the body itself continues to exist in the grave, 
mouldering and decomposing.  However, after 
death it is possible to visit the body in two places: 
at the cemetery and on the screen.  Both are 
receptacles which contain and (re)place the human 
body which is now a corpse; both are also sites 
relying on the inscription of the living, viewing 
subject’s desire. Whether to the gravestone or 
photographic image, both are addresses directed 
towards the body’s replacement or effigy.

Laurence Rickels notes that “since the 
worlds of the living and the dead are separated 
topographically, the cemetery, together with 
the mourning activities it organizes, serves as 
the premier border zone and crossing where the 
two overlap.”2  In the cemetery, the dead body 
assumes the disposable role of trash while identity 
is subsumed by a new signifier: the gravestone.  
The body is thrown away, disposed of in a kind of 
organic landfill where the subject visiting the grave 
site must address the gravestone, or “head-stone,” 
rather than the body itself: speaking to it, crying 
on it, or falling at it’s “feet”.  Death concretizes 

identity and finalizes it, makes identity permanent, 
affixing it to the “head” of the stone rather than 
the head of the body.  As a result, the grave marker 
becomes simultaneously a site for the identification 
of the body and the name—a notation of limits 
and permanent residence for identity—and a place 
for visitation and communion with the dead which 
replaces the body itself.

Flat Death
The living body is forgotten after it is thrown 
away, trashed.  Now recallable only through 
the technological: mechanically produced 
photographic images, still or moving, relegated 
to the realm of the two-dimensional image.  The 
image replaces the body or, more specifically, film 
replaces it, now existing in the fetishistic form of 
an isolated, fragmentary frame or sequential strip 
of frames.  “With the photograph,” Roland Barthes 
writes, “we enter into flat death.”3  This is the body 
which now exists only as a two-dimensional image, 
the body which is inseparable from its inscription 
of death.

Discussing the cause-effect relationship 
between the photograph and the body, Barthes 
explains that “the Photograph creates my body or 
mortifies it.”4  The photograph creates an entirely 
new body, an object which replaces the subject 
and freezes it in death, an “image which produces 
Death while trying to preserve life.”5  Barthes 
maintains that the photograph evokes this specular 
aspect of death:



71EpHEMErAL CInEMA, InVISIBLE MEDIA

SToCk

[H]owever “lifelike” we strive to 
make it (and this frenzy to be lifelike 
can only be our mythic denial of an 
apprehension of death), Photography 
is a kind of primitive theater, a kind 
of Tableau Vivant, a figuration of the 
motionless and made-up face beneath 
which we see the dead.6

This “made-up face” which is simultaneously 
cosmeticized for performance and purely fictional, 
results in the representation of a body both living 
and dead.  The application of theater make-up to the 
actor’s face highlights the stultifying, “motionless” 
pose equated with death in the photographic 
image while the movements of the body guarantee 
a semblance of “living” though the body appears 
to be a corpse.  Barthes’ linkage of photography 
and the theater is unmistakably connected to this 
notion of performance and the “mortiferous pose,” 
describing this action as the moment when the 
subject feels s/he is becoming an object: “Life/Death: 
the paradigm is reduced to a simple click, the one 
separating the initial pose from the final print.”7  
This link is historicized by Barthes’ meditation 
on the genesis of the theater and the cult of the 
dead: “the first actors separated themselves from 
the community by playing the role of the Dead: to 
make oneself up was to designate oneself as a body 
simultaneously living and dead.”8

Moving pictures
With the advent of the cinema—creating, in 
effect, the movement of the figure through the 
organization of still photographs into a sequential 
strip—the image remains flat while relying on 
the inscribing gaze of the spectator to give it a 
semblance of “living.”  Eadweard Muybridge called 
his cinematic in(ter)vention the Zoopraxiscope, 
from the Greek meaning “life-constructing viewer,” 
handily equating movement with life as defined 
in the expression “moving picture.” Christian 
Metz points out that it is this movement which 
differentiates between photography and cinema, 
resulting in the spectator’s impression of reality in 
the spectacle:

Motion imparts corporeality to objects 
and gives them an autonomy their 
still representations could not have; it 
draws them from the flat surfaces to 
which they were confined, allowing 
them to stand out better as figures 
against a background.  Freed from its 
setting, the object is “substantiated”.  
Movement brings us volume and 
volume suggests life.9

As a result, it is the movement of the figure within 
the film frame that gives the body its impression 
of life to the viewer.  However, Metz himself 
points out in a footnote that “a film is composed of 
many photographs.”10  This note suggests that the 
cinema, as “life-constructing viewer,” actually does 
little more than animate the dead body captured 
by the pose in each of the collected individual 
photographs which comprise a strip of film.  

The body trapped within the confines of 
the photographic frame is the indestructible 
and infinitely recallable body which the cinema 
has allowed to be both animated and mortified, 
both living and dead.  Barthes anticipates the 
postmodern condemnation of the photograph: 

The only way I can transform the 
Photograph is into refuse: either the 
drawer or the wastebasket.  Not only 
does it commonly have the fate of 
paper (perishable), but even if it is 
attached to more lasting supports, it 
is still mortal: life a living organism, it 

Dance of the Living Dead
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is born on the level of the sprouting 
silver grains, it flourishes a moment, 
then ages…Attacked by light, by 
humidity, it fades, weakens, vanishes; 
there is nothing left to do but throw 
it away.11

The resulting delimitation of the body is 
enabled by the phantasmatic film frame of the 
“trash film” which features the return of a body 
that appears to have no limits: the “Undead” 
corpse, “the Living Dead.” A fascination results 
both within and without the film, the l/imitation 
of this undead body that simultaneously signifies 
both the imitation of the living human body and 
its limitation.  Questions are asked by the living 
bodies inhabiting the diegesis of the film and the 
theater itself: “How does this body ‘live’?”  “How 
does one ‘kill’ it?”  “What are the ramifications of a 
body that is simultaneously living and dead?”

To answer these questions concerning the 
l/imitation within the confines of the cinematic 
diegesis, the living dead corpse is shot, stabbed, 
shocked, bludgeoned, blown up, burned and 
buggered.  In the course of this investigation, I 
wish to examine the corpse’s body in terms of its 
signification of “l/imitation”: to ask questions of 
its imitation of and limitation for the living human 
body and define the terms of its return.

The return
The disposable corpse returns in “trash” films, as 
trash, from its two points of origin: cemetery and 
celluloid.  In George Romero’s Night of the Living 
Dead (1968), the return of the dead demarcates the 
“birth” of postmodern corpse culture: the disposable 
and recyclable “trash culture” of body and film that 
have become indistinguishable.  Although the 
undead body populated the horror fiction genre for 
hundreds of years prior to Romero’s film, Night of 
the Living Dead has become the site of inscription 
for the dialogue between the corpse as trash and 
as embodied in trash films. This corpse is, in turn, 
endlessly recycled and recalled throughout the 
history of trash film.  This notion of the re-turn, 
or “turning again” of the body to the body which 
Romero and his imitators trace is inextricable 
bound to the concept of l/imitation and the 
differentiation between drive and desire.

First, the notion of the return: apropos of 
the disposable nature of the photo, Jacques Lacan 
describes the return of the dead as the failure of 
the living to grant the corpse its “funeral honors.”12  
Slavoj Zizek insists that this return is “because 
they were not properly buried, i.e., because 
something went wrong with their obsequies.”13  
Lacan discusses the necessity of the proper burial 
in his consideration of Antigone’s condemnation: 
to be sealed in a tomb while still living; to 
become one of “the living dead.”  For Lacan, this 
punishment is the suspension of the zone between 
life and death: “although she is not yet dead, she is 
eliminated from the world of the living.”14  Zizek 
describes Antigone’s punishment as symptomatic 
of the dead’s return, “a sign of a disturbance in the 
symbolic rite, in the process of symbolization; the 
dead return as collectors of some unpaid symbolic 
debt.”15

Lacan informs us that there are two deaths: 
the physical and the symbolic.  The physical death is 
the death of the body, the impetus for the disposal 
of the body in the cemetery.  The symbolic death 
indicates the acceptance of loss, the integration of 
the dead person into the tradition, or institution, of 
death.  For this to happen, the living must first “let 
go” of the dead body.

Dead to rites
In “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” 
André Bazin suggests that “if the plastic arts 
were put under psychoanalysis, the practice of 
embalming the dead might turn out to be a 
fundamental factor in their creation,” comparing 
the arts to the religion of ancient Egypt, which, 
“aimed against death, saw survival as depending 
on the continued existence of the corporeal 
body.”16  Bazin notes that the Egyptians felt that 
“to preserve, artificially…[the corpse’s] bodily 
appearance is to snatch it from the flow of time, to 
stow it away neatly, so to speak, in the hold of life;” 
after all, the goal of mummification was “to keep 
up appearances in the face of the reality of death by 
preserving flesh and bone.”17  Bazin finds this same 
practice, which he terms a “mummy complex,” still 
existing in the arts, particularly photography.  This 
is the manifestation of the “made-up face” which 
Barthes recognizes as the “living corpse” denied 
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entry into the symbolic regime.  Barthes writes: 
“Contemporary with the withdrawal of rites, 
Photography may correspond to the intrusion, in 
our modern society, of a symbolic Death, outside 
of religion, outside of ritual, a kind of abrupt 
dive into literal Death.”18  Like the Egyptians’ 
placement of “terra cotta statuettes, as substitute 
mummies which might replace the bodies of these 
which were destroyed,”19 the photograph exists as 
a technological substitute; a fetish that replaces the 
rotting corpse with the possibility of an eternally 
living presence.

After all, photography is a technology that 
combines automation with immortality. The body 
becomes an automaton, and the molding of its 
death mask, which Bazin mentions, involves an 
automatic process resonant with photographic 
praxis. Again, Bazin: “One might consider 
photography in this sense as a molding, the taking 
of an impression, by the manipulation of light.”20  
It is the continued existence of the corporeal body, 
through this photographic death mask—now 
existing in the realm of “flat death”—that Barthes 
describes as preempting the corpse’s entry into the 
symbolic.  As Bazin points out, although “no one 
believes any longer in the ontological identity of 
model and image…all are agreed that the image 
helps us to remember the subject and to preserve 
him from a second spiritual death.”21  

Bazin’s discussion of the embalming and 
preservation of the dead body in ancient Egyptian 
culture and the replication of this process in 
photography achieves its reanimation, its “living 
dead” status, in the Cinema—the cryogenic 
site of the identification of the corpse with its 
regeneration.  While the burial of the corpse in the 
graveyard signifies its entry into the symbolic, what 
Lacan refers to as its second death, the appearance 
of a body in the “cinematic cemetery” signifies 
that the corpse’s entry into the symbolic has been 
denied.  In short, the cinema is the regime of the 
living dead, the place where the dead will always 
“live” on the screen.

Christian Metz explains that “the 
funeral rites which exist in all societies have a 
double, dialectically articulated signification: a 
remembering of the dead, but a remembering as 
well that they are dead, and that life continues for 
others.”22  Metz’s explanation reminds us that we, as 

living subjects, are involved in the dialectic process 
that determines the meaning of the dead; we are 
necessarily given the responsibility of granting the 
corpse the symbolic “second death.”  The living 
must bury the dead properly, or they will return.  
Our return to the cinema in search of corpses 
guarantees their “living dead” status, animated on a 
strip of film.  The entry into death and entry in the 
symbolic are connected as Zizek explains:

It is commonplace to state that 
symbolization as such equates to 
symbolic murder: when we speak 
about a thing, we suspend, place in 
parentheses, its reality.  It is precisely 
for this reason that the funeral rite 
exemplifies symbolization at its purest: 
through it, the dead are inscribed in 
the text of symbolic tradition, they are 
assured that in spite of their death, they 
will “continue to live” in the memory 
of the community.23

If, however, the dead are not granted a second, 
symbolic death, allowing them to live “in the 
memory of the community,” they will return, devoid 
of desire, animated by the purity of an incarnated 
drive to consume the living.

Wherefore Art Thou, Romero?
In George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead, 
a newscaster announces that “persons who have 
recently died have been returning to life,” adding 
that “a wide-spread investigation of reports 
from funeral homes, morgues and hospitals has 
concluded that the unburied dead are coming back 
to life and seeking human victims.”  As Lacan’s 
assertion of the need for a “second death” suggests, 
the advent of the living dead as/in trash prop-
agates a cinematic corpse culture resulting from 
improper burial because the dead have been denied 
their integration into the symbolic tradition.  This 
notion, which originates with taboos concerning 
the dead in primitive societies, is ignored within 
the diegesis of the film.

In Romero’s film, the media consults with 
Dr. Grimes, a NASA scientist and an expert on 
the disposal of the dead. Dr. Grimes seems an 
ironic choice for the TV talking head who advises 
humankind on the fate of the human body—NASA 
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which in the 1960s embodied disembodied science 
and seemed to be repeatedly rocketing living bodies 
into the airless, unlivable environment of space.  
Grimes’ report of “mysterious radiation” as the 
factor animating unburied corpses represents the 
“official,” “scientific” explanation for the return of 
the dead.  Gregory Waller in his exploration of the 
“living dead” in popular culture refutes this fictive 
explanation as narrative construct and positivist 
propaganda:

To assert that ‘mysterious radiation’ 
in some unexplained way causes the 
dead to roam the land in search of 
human flesh is finally little better than 
no explanation at all (especially since 
this is a quasi-official explanation and 
therefore likely in Night of the Living 
Dead to be a lie, distortion, or cover-
up).24

Dr. Grimes’ scientific explanation represents 
the diegetic rejection of the notion of the “proper 
burial” as he advises that “the body should be 
disposed of at once, preferably by cremation.”  He 
adds, “The bereaved will have to forego the dubious 
comforts that a funeral service will give.  They’re 
just dead flesh and dangerous.”  The doctor asks 
no questions of the body; he addresses only its 
return and limitation, ignoring its imitation.  His 
adamant refusal of the rite (and right) of proper 
burial precipitates the post-modern: the return 
of the “living dead” in Dawn of the Dead (1979), 
Day of the Dead (1985) and, most recently, Land 
of the Dead (2005), not to mention the horde of 
interlocutors and imitators. The ignorance which 
the film’s diegesis perpetuates—for which Dr. 
Grimes acts as signifier and spokesperson—
transforms the disposable body into the recyclable 
body of trash film.

In Totem and Taboo, Freud analyzes the 
taboo in primitive societies against interaction 
with the dead.  Freud notes that this taboo not 
only prohibits physical contact with the dead, but 
prohibits even the recitation of the dead person’s 
name: “calling a dead person by name can also be 
traced back to contact with him.”25  The possibility 
that the living body shall return through the 
effigy of the dead body (e.g., the photograph, the 
headstone, or even language) results in what Freud 

terms the “conjuring and awakening [of ] a dead 
person.”26  Both physical contact and the address 
of the dead body act to deny the entry of the dead 
into the symbolic; contact and address encourage 
the continued animation of the corpse through our 
desire—a desire which prohibits the “final rest” of 
the dead.

The address of the dead in the postmodern 
era, mediated by the photographic image as much 
as the headstone, breaks the taboos that both 
Freud and Lacan discuss.  The capture of the body 
“between two deaths” that Barthes recognizes as 
the process of photography serves well to illustrate 
Lacan’s thesis concerning the preemption of the 
dead’s entry into the symbolic, “freezing” the body 
in the form of the disposable corpse, infinitely 
recallable and recyclable (like trash).  Laurence 
Rickels explains:

Every photograph verges on doubling 
which is, in effect, internal to it.  The 
implicit and explicit serial proliferation 
of the photographic copy along an axis 
of inversion—both inside and outside 
the frame, for example—confers on 
photography its phantasmic, occult, 
and dreamlike aspect.27

Through the replacement of the dead body 
with the photographic image and its referent to 
the body, the living cannot properly “let go” of the 
dead.  Consequently, the dead cannot “let go” of 
the living, resulting in the phenomenon that Zizek 
refers to as “[a] ‘fundamental fantasy of mass 
culture,’ it is this fantasy of the return of the living 
dead: the fantasy of a person who does not want 
to stay dead but returns again and again to pose 
a threat to the living.”28 The spectator’s continued 
visitation of the corpse on the trash film screen 
perpetuates its return.

Barthes seems to recognize the impossibility 
of the proper burial in this era of limitless 
photographic reproducibility: 

Death should itself be immortal: this 
was the Monument.  But by making 
the (mortal) Photograph into the 
general and somehow natural witness 
of “what has been,” modern society has 
renounced the Monument.29
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Barthes continues, explaining that the photograph 
belies the concept of “duration,” either affectively 
or symbolically, because the photographic age  
signifies the advent of the postmodern: a time 
of “impatiences, of everything which denies 
ripening.”30  

In a very literal sense, since the photograph 
has replaced the possibility of symbolic death, the 
Monument of Death that Barthes mentions has 
become transitory, and the body simply cannot 
“ripen” because it cannot remain in the ground 
long enough to do so.  Hence, the responsibility 
for the animation of the living dead falls to the 
spectator, who continues to address the corpse 
with desire while prohibiting the proper burial and 
perpetuating its endless return.

Imitation
The distorted and grotesque form of the corpse 
which overpopulates the trash film corpus 
approximates that of the living human body.  For 
the corpse to maintain its horrific effect, its body 
must still appear vaguely human.  This particular 
notion of imitation can best be understood 

through the visual phenomenon of anamorphosis, 
a word which first appears in the 17th century and 
refers to an atypical system of perspective used in 
painting.31  Baltrusaitis explains that anamorphosis 
“plays havoc with elements and principles; instead 
of reducing them to their visible limits, it projects 
them outside themselves and distorts them so 
that when viewed from a certain point they 
return to normal.”32  The application of this term 
to an understanding of the corpse in trash films 
is particularly apt, given the origin of the word: 
from the Greek, ana- meaning “back,” indicating 
‘a return towards,’ while morph- indicates “form” as 
in structure and composition.  The corpse “comes 
back” or “returns toward” a specific destination—
the “form” of the living human body that it both 
imitates and seeks to rejoin through consumption.

In his seminar on the gaze, Lacan distributes 
a copy of a painting by Hans Holbein entitled “The 
Ambassadors.” A curious feature of this artwork 
is an anamorphic spot, or stain, positioned at the 
feet of the two figures that are the subject of the 
painting.  By examining this spot at length, the 
viewer discovers that seen from below and to the 
side, the distorted, seemingly shapeless blot reveals 
itself as an elongated skull.  This skull appears 
only through an anamorphic viewing and remains 
hidden if Holbein’s work is looked at through the 
spectatorial orientation of Renaissance one-point 
perspective. Lacan devotes a large portion of his 
seminar on the gaze to this notion of anamorphosis 
first commented upon by Balstrusaitis.  Lacan’s 
argument, however, focuses on the implication for 
the spectator, explaining that the spectator inscribes 
his/her desire onto the form of the anamorphic 
spot.  Lacan explains that after the second, awry 
glance when the spot takes on the form of a skull, 
the image becomes a referent of the vanitas: of 
death and its viewer, “the subject as annihilated.”33

The anamorphic form of the living dead 
corpse implicates us, the living spectators, in two 
ways: first in its construction as our imitation; and 
second, through our desire. Lacan explains how 
the anamorphic image is constructed:

One supposes that—if I take away that 
which has helped in the construction, 
namely, the image placed in my own 
visual field—the impression I will 
retain, while remaining in that place, 

The “Ultimate” Edition



76 FALL 2006

TrASHInG THE CorpSE
of the physical body, its “corpo-reality.”  The living 
body’s relation to the limits of desire can only be 
glimpsed anamorphically, tested on the thoroughly 
unreal body of the corpse as represented by the 
cinema because of its “unliving” animation; hence, 
its “present and absent” status. This is the “return 
to form” that the process of anamorphosis enables, 
an empty form representing only the inscription of 
pure desire and the exploration of its l/imitation.  
(The exploration of limitation flows both ways 
between living and dead bodies through violence 
and the violation of taboos.  On the one hand: 
the corpse that consumes [cannibalism]. On the 
other: the human that kills without compunction 
[the animal instinct].  Zizek recognizes the appeal 
of the living dead, “as if death, the death-stench it 
spreads, is a mask sheltering a life far more ‘alive’ 
than our ordinary daily life.  The place of the ‘living 
dead’ is not somewhere between the dead the 
living: precisely as dead, they are in a way ‘more 
alive than life itself.’”37  

In the trash film, it is this “mask” that Zizek 
refers to which is no longer the mortified mask of 
the pose; it is, rather, what Lacan refers to as the 
“grimace of the Real” which exists at the surface of 
reality.38  This mask signifying an imaginary space 
that Lacan refers to as “the Real” is where viewers 
inscribe their desire upon the object, allowing 
them to interact with the spectacle on screen.  
For Lacan, the function of the mask “dominates 
identifications through which refusals of love are 
resolved.”39  In other words, the spectator identifies 
with the imaginary space provided by the mask of 
the “living dead” rather than through the actual 
form of the dead body.

Already one can trace the idea of the pose 
in the disposable: the pose of the dead body as 
embalmed in the photograph is transformed into 
the disposable “living dead” body of the corpse 
in trash film.  After all, what signifies an object 
as garbage is its disposability.  Equating corpse 
and film with trash prefigures their disposable, 
recyclable status; corpses continue to return, as do 
the trash films that feature them.  Both the corpse 
of the living dead and the corpus of the trash 
film represent a surplus which in turn represents 
the disposable nature of trash and the excess of 
desire in the spectator. This surplus maps through 
spectatorship onto the anamorphic form of the 

will be more or less the same.  At least, 
I will recognize the general outlines 
of the image—at best I will have an 
identical impression. The anamorphic 
stain reflects our own nothingness, 
in the figure of the death’s head.  It 
is a use, therefore, of the geometral 
dimension of vision in order to capture 
the subject, an obvious relation with 
desire which, nevertheless, remains 
enigmatic.34

In the case of the living dead, the corpse has 
the living human body as its “geometral point” 
where the viewers’ identification with its form 
takes place.  Lacan points out, however, that in 
the case of anamorphosis, the distorted form 
is pure signifier; like the mask, it is devoid of its 
own meaning.  In the case of the corpse, then, the 
atrocities performed on the corpse actually operate 
on the living human form of the viewer.  These 
performances manifest themselves at the level of 
desire.  Lacan points how the anamorphic stain 
in Holbein’s painting functions for its viewers: “as 
subjects, we are literally called into the picture, and 
represented [t]here as caught.”35  

In trash films, considered the “lowest” form 
of pop culture, the anamorphic skull (decoratively 
wrapped in decomposing flesh) now belongs to 
the undead corpse on screen, requiring no second 
glance to reveal its image.  By looking awry at the 
cinematic corpse, its function as a symptomatic 
referent for our own living bodies reveals its 
inscription of l/imitation onto the living human 
body.  The corpse is not a direct imitation of the 
living body; it is, rather, an object which requires 
an anamorphic gaze, a looking awry, to decipher.  
As Lacan points out: “The object is established in a 
certain relationship to the Thing and is intended to 
encircle and to render both present and absent.”36  
The Thing that is represented and explored is the 
manifestation of desire and its workings in the 
realm of the body.  

The corpse does not reside within the 
confines of life as defined by the living or by more 
abstract notions of society.  What results from this 
exclusion from life and society is the exploration of 
impossible desire—what Lacan calls the Real—and 
its l/imitation is marked only by the corporeal limits 
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living dead corpse on screen and denies the dead a 
second, symbolic death.  Both the living dead and 
the trash film provide an excuse for the surplus 
of desire which is manifested in the spectator; 
namely, to test the limits of this seemingly limitless, 
imitating, disposable body.

Limitation
In Romero’s cycle of living dead films, as with many 
trash films, the dead return to their past activities: 
their lost loved ones in Night of the Living Dead, 
their lost consumerism in Dawn of the Dead, 
and their lost society, no matter how banal and 
utilitarian, in Land of The Dead.  It is as though 
the living dead move in reverse; their ultimate goal 
remains a seemingly sentimental one: to re-form 
the self as it was while alive.  Even the corpse’s 
need to consume living human flesh appears as 
an attempt to reintegrate the missing parts of 
its original form into a recycled Frankensteinian 
whole.  

This need to consume human flesh, which 
both tastes bad and is in “bad taste,” (re)animates 
the corpse as trash while marking the living human 
body as disposable and digestible—a prefiguring of 
its limitation as undead. Zizek reminds us, however, 

that the living dead, as “the apparitions that emerge 
in the domain ‘between two deaths’ address to us 
some unconditional demand, and it is for this 
reason that they incarnate pure drive without 
desire…a mechanical existence…a demand that is 
not caught up in the dialectic of desire, that resists 
dialecticization.”40  

This appearance of desire—this need to 
return and to consume—results from the dead still 
“living” in the symbolic regime.  We, as spectators, 
imbue the corpse’s form with our desire.  It is our 
imitation, therefore, that we animate with human 
characteristics just as we assign anthropomorphic 
traits to a family cat or favorite dog.  In Romero’s 
Dawn of the Dead, the dead return to their past lives 
as shoppers at a suburban mall. It is suggested that 
they return to this place because it “was important 
to them” while they were alive. But these undead 
do not fill the mall to shop, they return through 
an instinctual drive for consumption.  As a vulgar 
Marxist critique of capitalism, Romero’s vision of 
undead America manifests the corpse’s body as 
pure drive—its seeking out of consumer goods has 
nothing to do with desire.

For that matter, Waller recognizes that 
hunger drives the corpse, “with no malice and no 
grand design, to reach out and pull us into their 
ranks.”41  This drive of the undead to consume 
living flesh transforms the desire of the spectator 
into a motif of war (“us versus them”).  However, 
the living dead “means no harm” to us, in fact, 
they “mean” nothing at all.  They are simply bodies 
animated purely by instinctual drive and their 
physical existence constitutes the only threat: they 
are empty of the desire to murder.  Furthermore, 
Zizek explains that “the ‘undead’ are not portrayed 
as embodiments of pure evil…but as sufferers, 
pursuing their victims with an awkward persistence, 
colored by a kind of infinite sadness.”42  Because of 
this relentless, awkward persistence, only the total 
annihilation of the body of the undead can put an 
end to the threat of the drive.

As the anamorphic gaze of the spectator 
inscribes the living dead with their status as 
imitation, the spectator’s desire for the mutilation 
of the undead corpse measures the limitation of 
the body.  When the mutilation of the living dead 
has exceeded the point at which its imitation of 
the living human body can be visually mapped by 

The anamorphic exploding head.
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the spectator, the limitation of the body has been 
met.  While the compulsive drive of the corpse 
demands the consumption of the living human 
body, the desire of both the protagonists within the 
film and the spectators within the theater prompts 
the measurement of the undead corpse through 
the mutilation necessary to cease its animation.  
Typically the limitation of the undead body is 
signified by its cremation without ceremony—an 
improper mass burial in the form of a burn pile.

When asked what the undead are, Dawn of 
the Dead’s hero, Peter, sums up the parity between 
the living and living dead: “they’re us, that’s all.”  
Peter’s succinct tautology reveals the living dead as 
imitation and as limitation: they are us, an imitation 
of ourselves through which we may measure the 
limitations of our bodies. Waller comments on the 
opening scene from Night of the Living Dead: “The 
first of the living dead that we see in the form is a 
man before he is a thing; he is one of us before we 
realize he is one of them.”43

The Accursed, Shared
“How does one kill the living dead?” The answer, 
of course, as described by scientists in each of 
Romero’s films is a bullet through the brain or the 
severing of a head.  Again, science’s explanation is 
only partially true.  Both the bullet in the brain and 
the severing of a head (to remove the brain from 
the body) only disfigure or displace the body’s most 
immediate signifier of identity: the face.  The corpse, 
however, is measured through its l/imitation of the 
body—the limits of the corpse’s imitation of the 
living body—not identity, the traits associated with 
the living individual.  For the corpse, its identity 
has been subsumed by the cemetery and remains 
attached to its head-stone.

In Romero’s Day of the Dead (originally 
conceived to be the final chapter in his trilogy of 
living dead films), we are shown the postmodern, 
post-undead figuring of the Frankenstein myth: a 
scientist whose job has been done for her.  In her 
laboratory, the spectator is privy to bodies whose 
heads have been severed and continue to “live”; 
though separated, both the body and the head are 
still animated by the drive to consume.  As in our 
discussion above, only when the bodies are mutilated 
beyond recognition as human do they cease to be 

a threat. The bullet though the head, causing the 
undead’s motor activities to cease, treats only the 
symptom of its return, therefore, it is a solution most 
applicable to the living. The head “shot” results in the 
death of the living individual, a conceptual identity 
that means little to the recyclable, identitiless, 
interchangeable bodies of the living dead. The 
dead will return.  Science’s “solution” in a bullet 
does not provide an end point; it only perpetuates 
the testing of l/imitation.  And through science’s 
refusal of a “proper burial,” the living dead return 
again and again and again in each suceeding trash 
film participating in the postmodern dialogue of 
corpse culture initiated by Night of the Living Dead 
in 1968.  

But the spectator’s own return to the theater 
to consume trash films imitates symbolically the 
need of the living dead corpse to consume human 
flesh.  Both the spectator and the corpse consume 
the human form as mediated and made “living” 
by the photographic image.  Simultaneously, the 
measurement of the corpse’s limitation as a body 
indicates the living spectator’s power over the form 
of the body.  Georges Bataille declares that “in a 
dead body, an attraction, a hidden response to our 
desire, doesn’t relate to the very object that has filled 
us with horror, but rather to murder.”44

The spectator’s desire, which is responsible for 
the corpse’s “living” status, is not an attraction to the 
specific form of the corpse, but to the act of testing 
the limits of the body.  This attraction explains the 
trash spectator’s demand that the camera linger on 
the visual details of the body’s mutilation as well 
as the trash spectator’s escalating fascination with 
“realistic” discorporation of the body (the “gore” of 
gore films) that special effects allow to be visualized 
on screen.

The famous final sequence of Night of Living 
Dead features the apparent reversal of film history by 
its return to the photographic still. This target frame 
precipitates the return of the living dead in endless 
sequels and rip-offs and encourages the spectator’s 
own endless return to the theater.  The motion of the 
cinematic frame which, to this point, has featured 
the animation of the disposable living dead comes 
to a “dead stop” after the shooting of Ben, the only 
member of the leading cast who survived the attack 
of the corpses.  Mistaken for a “living” corpse, Ben 
is killed by the sheriff ’s men with a bullet through 
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mass cremation—presages the return of the living 
dead.

The progeny of Muybridge’s Zoopraxiscope 
reclaims its projected position, permanently 
replacing the posed, dead corpse of the photograph 
with the disposable “living dead” corpse which 
continues to dominate the trash film.  The final 
image of Night of the Living Dead incorporates every 
element that enables the continuous return of the 
living dead: the improper burial of a non-funereal 
pyre disposing of an identitiless mass of dead bodies 
captured on the eternally repeatable, rewindable 
moving image of the trash film.

Michael Stock is completing his PhD in Critical Studies at the department of Film, Television, and New 
Media at the University of California, Los Angeles. He has taught on punk rock and film as a Guest 
Lecturer at the University of California, Irvine. After dark, he can be spotted DJing around Los Angeles, 
including a stint at the Museum of Contemporary Art and The Echo featuring tracks culled from the 
Post-Punk and No Wave era.  He never plays CDs.

notes
1. Rudolf Schaefer, “Dead Faces” inRudolf Schaefer, “Dead Faces” in Granta (New York: Penguin, 1992), 194.
2. Laurence A. Rickels, Aberrations of Mourning: Writing on German Crypts (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1988), 201.
3. Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections of Photography, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 92  [Barthes’ 
emphases].
4. Ibid., 11.
5. Ibid., 92.
6. Ibid., 31-32 [Barthes’ emphases].
7. Ibid., 92 [Barthes emphases].
8. Ibid., 31.
9. Christian Metz, Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema, trans. Michael Taylor (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 
7.
10. Ibid., 15 [Metz’s emphasis].
11. Barthes, Camera Lucida, 93.
12. Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book VII: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis 1959-60, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. 
Dennis Porter (New York: Norton, 1992), 280.
13. Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan Through Popular Culture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 23 
[Zizek’s emphases].
14. Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, 280.
15. Zizek, Looking Awry, 23.
16. André Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” in What is Cinema?, trans. Hugh Gray (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1967), 9.
17. Ibid., 9.
18. Barthes, Camera Lucida, 92.
19. Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” 9.
20. Ibid., 12.
21. Ibid., 10.

the head—as prescribed by science.
At this point, the motion of the picture, which 

has been dominated by its literal embodiment in 
“the living dead,” ceases, suggesting the defeat of 
the corpses and the end of their return. However, 
as Waller points out, “in these grainy still images, 
no one is alive,” adding that “these images suggest 
that the hunters, too, will die and that perhaps they 
also will rise and roam the countryside in search of 
victims.”45  Waller’s assertion is correct.  The return 
from the photograph to the moving frame of the 
cinema in the final image of the ignition of the burn-
pile of bodies—the improper and unceremonial 



80 FALL 2006

TrASHInG THE CorpSE
22. Christian Metz, “Photography and Fetishism,” in The Critical Image: Essays on Contemporary Photography, ed. Carol Squiers 
(Seattle: Bay Press, 1990), 159.
23. Zizek, Looking Awry, 23.
24. Gregory A. Waller, The Living and the Undead: From Stoker’s Dracula to Romero’s Dawn of the Dead (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1986), 275-276.
25. Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo: Resemblances Between the Psychic Lives of Savages and Neurotics, trans. A.A. Brill (New York: 
Random House, 1946), 76.
26. Ibid., 77.
27. Rickels, Aberrations of Mourning, 191.
28. Zizek, Looking Awry, 22.
29. Barthes, Camera Lucida, 93.
30. Ibid., 93-94.
31. Jurgis Baltrusaitis, Anamorphic Art, trans. W.J. Strachen (New York: Abrams, 1977), 1.
32. Ibid., 1.
33. Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, ed. Jacques-Alain miller, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: 
Norton, 1978), 88, 92.
34. Ibid., 85.
35. Ibid., 92.
36. Slavoj Zizek, Enjoy Your Symptom!: Jacques Lacan in Hollywood and Out (New York: Routledge, 1992), 116. 
37. Jacques Lacan, Television, trans. Denis Hollier, Rosalind Krauss and Annette Michelson (New York: Norton, 1990), 6. 
38. Jacques Lacan, “The Meaning of the Phallus,” in Feminine Sexuality: Jacques lacan and the école freudienne, ed. Juliet Mitchell 
and Jacqueline Rose, trans. Jacqueline Rose (New York: Norton, 1985), 85.
39. Zizek, Looking Awry, 21.
40. Waller, The Living and the Undead, 275.
41. Zizek, Looking Awry, 22-23.
42. Waller, The Living and the Undead, 275.
43. Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share, Volumes II & III, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Zone, 1991), 98.
44. Ibid., 99.
45. Waller, The Living and the Undead, 296.


