
PRADIPTA MUKHERJEE 
 

II
dentified initially as an erotic 
thriller, Stanley Kubrick’s Eyes 
Wide Shut (1999), foregrounds 
marriage and infidelity as 

central motifs to explore the fragile 
nature of trust, desire and psycho-
logical barriers within relationships. 
Gradually the film garnered enough 
critical acclaim to emerge as some-
thing much more profound than a 
simple erotic, psychosexual thriller. 
The film follows Dr Bill Harford 
(Tom Cruise) and his wife, Alice 
(Nicole Kidman), as they grapple 
with feelings of jealousy, temptation 
and the unmet expectations that 
sometimes accompany long-term 
commitment. 

The concept of infidelity—both 
real and imagined—plays a pivotal 
role in their marriage. When Alice 
confesses to having had fantasies 
about a naval officer, Bill is forced 
to confront his own assumptions 
about fidelity and the stability of 
their relationship. Alice’s confession 
stirs intense feelings of insecurity 
and jealousy within Bill, strongly 
challenging his perception of their 
marriage as an unshakable foun-
dation. It is this confession on the 
part of Alice, more than any actual 
betrayal, that drives Bill to explore 
the boundaries of his own desires, 
sending him on a surreal journey 
that tests the strength of Bill’s com-
mitment to Alice. It sets him on a 
journey of transgression, both real 
and imagined. 

Kubrick treats infidelity in the 
film as something more complex 
than a mere physical act. Instead, 
he shows how even the thought of 
betrayal can be destabilising and 
corrosive. Bill’s encounters with 
various women during his Ulysses-
like nocturnal odyssey reflect his 
conflicted emotions. However, the 
fact that Bill contemplates it so 
deeply, reveals the impact that a 
partner's (here his wife Alice’s) fan-
tasies—or the sheer acknowledge-
ment that desire may exist outside 
the marriage—poses a challenge 
or rather a threat to the perceived 
sanctity of a marital relationship. 

Kubrick also examines the con-
structed roles and expectations 

within marriage, especially around 
the ideas of loyalty, control and 
possession. Towards the beginning, 
Bill seems to view his marriage as 
secure and straightforward, while 
Alice’s fantasy shatters this notion, 
exposing an underlying need for 
honesty and an acknowledgement 
of personal desires. Interestingly 
enough, it is Alice’s confession that 
begins the self-exploratory journey 
for Bill. The film’s ending hints 
that, while their marriage has been 
profoundly shaken, it is not neces-
sarily broken; instead, they reach a 
fragile but honest understanding 
of the complexities of desire and 
the importance of trust, and for-
giveness as they continue to accept 
issues of marital infidelity. 

The film blurs the line between 
fantasy and reality, transgression 
real and imagined, emphasising 
that even the mere thought of infi-
delity or sexual experimentation 
can have a profound impact on the 
human psyche. Alice’s fantasies 
are never acted upon, yet they are 
powerful enough to destabilise Bill’s 
perception of their marriage. They 
are powerful enough to destabilise 
the deeper recesses of the human 
mind. In response, Bill becomes 
almost obsessed with exploring his 
own subconscious desires, as if to 
validate or equalise the imbalance 
he feels. 

Bill’s journey through the night-
time streets of New York and, even-
tually, to the surreal orgy scene 
represents a dangerous, life-threat-
ening descent into his own sub-
conscious. He encounters a strange 
and enigmatic orgy in a mysterious 
password-protected mansion. Masks 
in the orgy scene symbolise the 
facades people wear to conceal 
their true selves, a theme that 
extends to marriage and personal 
identity. The encounters he has, 
accompanied by haunting music—
tempting but ultimately unful-
filled—mirror his inner struggle 
between the thrill of the unknown 
and his sense of moral duty. The 
orgy scene is a world of sexual free-
dom and anonymity that is opposed 
to the expectations of monogamous 
marriage.  

The allure of forbidden romance 

in Eyes Wide Shut is depicted as 
both enticing and dangerous; it 
exposes Bill to aspects of himself 
he never fully acknowledged and 
his adventures force him to grapple 
with his own vulnerabilities, desires 
and sexual jealousies. In the orgy, 
sexual desire is presented as some-
thing primal and unrestrained, 
existing outside societal norms. 
The masked participants of high 
society engage in bizarre rituals 
that strip away individuality and 
personal connection, suggesting 
that in this hidden world, sexual 
desire is untamed and devoid of 
the emotional bonds typically asso-
ciated with intimacy. This setting 
becomes both alluring and fright-
ening. In a different style altogether, 
like Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange, 
Eyes Wide Shut reveals how the 
allure of the forbidden can draw 
individuals into dangerous territories 
where desire is unfettered and 
devoid of moral constraints. 

Kubrick uses lighting, set design, 
costume, décor and music to heighten 
the sensual and mysterious atmos-
phere. The mise-en-scene creates 
an immersive, dream-like state that 
reflects the characters’ internal con-
flicts, suggesting that desire and 
fantasy often lie beneath the surface, 
ever-present and influential, even 
if unexpressed. In the end, Eyes 
Wide Shut suggests that desire, 
while natural and often unavoidable, 
is complex and fraught with both 
pleasure and peril. It raises questions 
about the nature of commitment 
and the boundaries between fantasy 
and fidelity, urging the audience 
to consider what lies beneath the 

desires that go unspoken in our 
own lives. 

Music in Kubrick’s style is never 
just a background; it drives the nar-
rative and mood, with pieces like 
Ligeti’s Musica Ricercata II under-
scoring the repetitive, obsessive 
quality of Bill’s thoughts, and Pook’s 
choral score heightening the mys-
terious allure of the orgy sequence. 
This atmospheric layering of music 
and sound design creates a haunting, 
immersive experience that conveys 
the themes of repression, temptation, 
and fear in a way that dialogue 
alone cannot. 

Kubrick’s style in Eyes Wide Shut 
combines technical mastery with 
psychological nuance, creating a 
film that feels as haunting as it is 
enigmatic. His meticulous approach 
to pacing, composition, music, and 
symbolism weaves a surreal, immer-
sive experience that invites viewers 
to confront the dark, unspoken 
aspects of human nature. This 
stylistic cohesion is what gives Eyes 
Wide Shut its distinctive tone, 
making it both a compelling explo-
ration of desire and fidelity and a 
powerful visual and emotional expe-
rience. 

Kubrick’s framing is carefully 
controlled, and nearly every shot 
is composed with a symmetrical, 
almost clinical precision. He uses 
a wide-angle lens for many interior 
shots, capturing the environments 
around the characters in an all-
encompassing way as if exposing 
every hidden corner of their lives. 
This detached, controlled framing 
also serves to highlight Bill’s isolation, 
portraying him as insignificant and 

vulnerable against the vastness of 
his surroundings, whether he is in 
his apartment, on New York’s streets, 
or inside the mansion at the orgy. 
Kubrick's geometric compositions 
lend an eerie beauty to the scenes, 
as if the spaces themselves hold 
secrets waiting to be uncovered. 

Kubrick's exploration of desire—
its repression, allure, and moral 
implications—reveals the tensions 
between societal expectations and 
personal impulses. Through the 
lens of Bill and Alice’s marriage, 
the film critiques the limitations 
imposed by conventional norms 
and highlights how unacknowledged
desires can disrupt even the most 
seemingly secure relationships. 
Ultimately, Kubrick invites viewers 
to confront the darker aspects of 
human desire, illustrating that the 
pursuit of intimacy is fraught with 
challenges, contradictions, and 
complexities that lie beneath the 
surface of everyday life. 

Eyes Wide Shut paints marriage 
not as a perfect union but as a delicate 
balance between intimacy and indi-
viduality, with infidelity and fantasy 
acting as forces that either destabilise 
or deepen a relationship. After 25 
years, as we revisit the legendary film-
maker’s last masterpiece, we see how 
his nuanced exploration of marital 
infidelity suggests that maintaining 
a marriage requires confronting the 
hidden aspects of oneself and one’s 
partner, embracing both the beauty 
and the difficulty that come with
commitment. 

 
The writer is a film critic, and associate 
professor, department of English, 
Vidyasagar College for Women, Kolkata
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CC
elebrations become 
worthwhile when 
moments and 
memories are 

shared with friends and 
family. Embracing this 
sentiment, Five and 
Dime hosted an excit-
ing ‘Mother-Child 
Halloween’ gala 
event on 26 Octo-
ber, transforming 
the evening into 
a fun-filled 
wonderland. 

Families 
gathered to 
celebrate 
their 
excite-
ment, 
with 

deli-
cious 
food, 
games, 
and 
themed 
activities 
adding to the 
festive atmos-
phere. The occa-
sion was greeted 
by the special 
guest, principal Jes-
sica Gomes, along 
with entrepreneur 
Sonika Dey and DJ 
Akash, therefore making 
it a memorable night for 
all. 

Children and their moth-
ers arrived in creative cos-
tumes, ready to take part in 

the contest for the best outfit. 
The evening was filled with 

joy and laughter as families 
enjoyed a range of games 

and activities. The tasty 
Halloween-themed 

treats satisfied every-
one's cravings, while 

the games kept 
everyone enter-

tained throughout 
the night. 

Apeksha 
Lahiri,  the 

owner of The 
Yellow Tur-

tle and 
Five and 

Dime, 
shared 

her 

vision 
behind 

the 
event and 

her desire 
to create a 

special expe-
rience for fam-

ilies: “We want-
ed to create a 

space where fam-
ilies could come 

together and enjoy 
the magic of Hal-

loween in a fun and 
safe environment. It's 

always wonderful to see 
the smiles and excitement 

on the faces of both children 
and their parents.” 

          SNS
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GG
lamour, youthful allure 
and sculpted bodies — 
that’s the trifecta which 
keeps the cash registers 

ringing in the entertainment industry. 
And to cling to them, people will 
do just about anything—even if it 
means unleashing a ‘new and 
improved’ version of themselves 
that literally tears its way out through 
their own spine.  

Welcome to the twisted world 
of Coralie Fargeat’s latest body-
horror flick, The Substance, a chilling 
take on Hollywood’s obsession with 
eternal youth. This sharp and gory 
meditation on the curse of ageing 
in Tinseltown didn’t just shock 
audiences—it snagged the Best 
Screenplay Award at the 77th Cannes 
Film Festival, proving that even 
nightmares can have a cinematic 

silver lining.  
In The Substance, Demi Moore 

delivers her most daring, no-holds-
barred performance as Elisabeth 
Sparkle, a movie star turned TV 
fitness guru who knows the enter-
tainment industry will forgive any-
thing—except ageing. At her 50th 
birthday lunch with her boss, Harvey 
(Dennis Quaid), Elisabeth gets more 
than just awkward small talk. While 
Harvey demolishes a plate of shrimp 
with horrifying crunches and slurps 
(sound cranked to nightmare levels), 
he casually fires her. With irrelevance 
looming large, Elisabeth becomes 
the perfect candidate for ‘The Sub-
stance’—an underground drug that 
promises a brand-new, wrinkle-
free version of yourself, literally 
‘birthed’ from your genetic material 
in the most grotesque way possi-
ble. 

Enter Sue (Margaret Qualley), 

Elisabeth’s flawless, fresh-off-the-
production-line clone, ready to 
slide into her old fitness show—
and metallic leotard—with disturbing 
ease.  

But there’s a catch: the original 
and the replica must swap places 
every seven days to maintain a del-
icate symbiosis, with daily stabili-
sations to keep things in check. 
What follows is a darkly comedic, 
body-horror twist on the classic 
Faustian bargain—bordering on 
Dorian Gray-ish, with a heavy dose 
of existential awkwardness. 

Every frame of The Substance 
could hang in a gallery—it’s art 
with a sinister edge. Every cut, every 
sound, is meticulously crafted to 
make your skin crawl. Ordinary 
noises blast through like reverse 
ASMR, while the camera refuses to 
sit still, favouring swoops, low angles 
and invasive close-ups over anything 

remotely restful. The cinematography 
is equally striking, with solid back-
grounds and stark black-and-white 
tiles framing the bodies like visual 
puzzles. Demi Moore and Margaret 
Qualley, playing two sides of a self 
split by the titular drug, dive headfirst 
into raw, unsexual nudity and phys-
ically demanding performances, 
proving they’re both firing on all 
cylinders—emotionally and artis-
tically. 

Let’s be clear—if you’re looking 
for realism, The Substance isn’t 
your film. Coralie Fargeat breezes 
past existential puzzles like whether 
Elisabeth and Sue share a unified 
consciousness. After all, who needs 
metaphysical answers when you 
have a flashcard manual that vaguely 
warns, “Remember you are one”? 
Easier said than done.  

Unsurprisingly, the two versions 
of Elisabeth soon find themselves 

locked in a vicious tug-of-war over 
their dwindling shared resources. 
It’s the kind of fight with no win-
ners—just two perfect bodies clawing 
toward inevitable ruin. But isn’t 
that the tragic irony for every woman 
under the public’s unforgiving gaze? 
The fiercest battle she’ll ever face 
isn’t with rivals or critics—it’s with 
the younger, fresher version of 
herself.  

And spoiler: that’s one war no 
amount of Botox, fitness plans, or 
miracle serums can help you win.

With ageing the ultimate 
nemesis and beauty a 
fleeting illusion, The 
Substance serves up a 
darkly comedic feast of 
body horror that makes 
viewers ponder the  
price of perfection.

Backbreaking 
beauty:  
The Substance 
rips into 
Hollywood’s 
youth obsession 

Beauty is a pain  Literally 
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OOnce Alfred Hitch-
cock, the master of 
the macabre, 
famously said that 

a movie should be only as long 
as one can hold one's bladder. 
True enough, his works kept 
to this length or just about, 
and they said everything that 
needed to be in those minutes. 
But Indian writers and directors 
have often stepped beyond 
this point, stretching their films 
beyond this mark. C Prem 
Kumar, who gave us that cap-
tivating 96 with Vijay Sethupathi 
and Trisha, has now dropped 
his latest, a pre-Diwali release, 
Meiyazhagan, now on Netflix. 

While his 2018 96 was about 
unrequited love in the typically 
Romeo and Juliet fashion (I 
have been wondering why the 
director has not planned a 
sequel to that), his latest movie 
is about male bonding with 
Arvind Swamy (who shot to 
fame with Roja) and Karthi. 

Swamy's Arulmozhi returns 
to Thanjavur after 22 years to 
attend his cousin Bhuvanesh-
wari's (Swathi) wedding. For 
him, it was a trip filled with 
nostalgia. The city holds bit-
tersweet memories of his first 
love that ended with his family 
having to leave the city to relo-
cate to Chennai. But the story 
is not about this couple, but 
the friendship that springs 
between Arulmozhi and Karthi's 
Meiyazhagan. Despite feeling 
irritated with Meiyazhagan's 
intrusive quality, the two men 
settle down to a fine bonding, 
which reminded me of Ang 

Lee's 2005 Brokeback Mountain 
with Heath Ledger and Jake 
Gyllenhaal. Although there is 
no homosexual relationship 
between Meiyazhagan and 
Arulmozhi (like in Brokeback 
Mountain), the bond is strong 
here as well. 

Prem Kumar keeps his film 
away from the usual melodra-
matic mishmash, and the nar-
rative is sweetly poignant. But 
where he errs is the length. 
The movie need not have been 
178 minutes long for a story 
that could have been narrated 
in just about 100 minutes and 
with far greater impact. 

However, what keeps the 
movie moving is the humour 
hyphenated with sorrow of lost 
love and the angst that comes 
with displacement. And the 
cinematography is great, cap-
turing the comforts of a small 
town where the Big Temple 
forms the centre of just about 
everything. Indeed, once tem-
ples provided the ideal place 
for lovers to meet and families 
to get together. They also served 
as a hotbed of gossip. 

Finally, if one were to ask 
me which of the two I liked 
better— 96 or Meiyazhagan—
I would readily root for the 
first. There was something 
undeniably sweet and strong 
about it. Vijay Sethupathi's 
brilliant piece of performance 
and Trisha's ability to sink into 
the character enriched the 
work. 

I really hope we will get to 
see what happens to them after 
they part at the airport. A sequel 
to 96 may be a great idea. 

 
The writer is a senior movie critic
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