IN DREAMS ARE MONSTERS

The Fly

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away the film’s ending.

In his inspired overhaul of the 1958 original, David Cronenberg’s fusion of
romantic melodrama and body horror sees reclusive scientist Seth Brundle fall
for journalist Veronica Quaife, as he completes work on a revolutionary
teleportation device. But when an experiment goes awry, Seth undergoes a
grotesque transformation. Released during the AIDS epidemic, this
devastating meditation on death, disease and disintegration was all the more
potent given the real-life horrors unfolding at the time.

Michael Blyth, bfi.org.uk

Contemporary reviews

‘Is this a romance?’ Seth Brundle ingenuously asks Veronica Quaife as they
plan a holiday to celebrate the success of his teleportation project. And,
indeed, The Fly is romance Cronenberg-style, where lovers are transformed
by desire into victims of uncontrollable destructive urges, unleashing disaster
on themselves and others. Brundle is a typical Cronenberg hero, obsessional,
repressed, sublimating sexuality in scientific enquiry. Characteristically, sexual
and intellectual knowledge are linked: Seth’s work is blocked by his lack of
sexual experience, and only when his affair with Veronica brings him into
intimate and pleasurable contact with human flesh is he able to figure out a
successful teleportation programme.

So far, so good: love provides the breakthrough to the scientific discovery
which, Seth claims, will ‘change the world as we know it’. Before long,
however, the dark forces of the human unconscious intervene to put paid to
naive notions of scientific progress: within minutes of celebrating his success,
Seth is blinded by jealous rage, throws scientific caution to the winds, and
teleports himself together with the insect whose genes will fuse with his,
transforming him into a sub-human monster. Put so schematically, The Fly
would seem to confirm the accusations of self-defeating pessimism made
against Cronenberg by critics like Robin Wood. The evil forces within
(particularly male) individuals quickly overcome the good, and external
agencies are either indifferent or powerless to contain and manage them (Seth
builds his telepods without supervision or interference from Bartok Science
Industries, while his rival in love, Particle Magazine editor Stathis Borans,
seems to enjoy a similar autonomy within Monolith Publishing).

This emphasis on the individual detached from society and institutions clearly
puts Cronenberg’s work outside the ‘progressive’ strand of modern horror
identified by Wood and others in, for example, George Romero’s films. It
belongs rather within more extreme Gothic traditions in which the human
body becomes the external site of an internal struggle between ego and id,
‘good’ and ‘bad’ psychic forces, providing a metaphor for modern anxieties
about the loss of individual identity in a dislocated, divided self. This tradition,
rather than attempting political or social criticism, radically questions what it
means to be human, seeing progress in limited, individual terms (if it is
possible at all-generally, an apocalyptic act of destruction is the only solution
to the disintegration of human values).



In The Fly, Seth’s mutation into Brundlefly is presented explicitly as a loss of
humanity consequent upon sexual desire going out of control: he teleports
himself prematurely to punish Veronica for leaving him to go to Stathis, an act
of power and revenge which is also a fall from grace. Jeff Goldblum’s wide-
eyed performance perfectly expresses Seth’s engaging innocence, at the
same time presaging his transformation into bug-eyed monster; and he gives
that transformation a tragic dimension as Seth, at first unaware that the violent
change in his personality is the result of his fusion with the fly, and convinced
that he has freed himself from the shackles of straight society, suddenly
comes to realise that he is in the process of mutation and that it is irreversible.
This self-knowledge (manifested in a series of very funny cracks at the
expense of his physical and mental deterioration) redeems him up to a point,
and there are two very touching scenes, one in which Veronica, having
witnessed Seth uncontrollably vomiting, losing an ear and sundry other parts,
loves him enough to suspend her disgust and embrace him, and another
where Seth, at a more advanced stage of transformation, asks Veronica to
help him become human again, but then sends her away because he knows
he will hurt her if she stays.

Love is not enough to save Seth, however; he mutates into a monstrous,
uncontrollable id and has to be put down-leaving Veronica holding the baby,
so to speak. Indeed, she is already responsible for quite a lot: for seducing
Seth in the first place and triggering the jealousy which leads to his tragic
decline, for instance. And it is in her that the film invests the human values of
compassion and co-operation (though in the beginning it’s not clear whether
she acts out of love or career ambitions). All this may seem more of a burden
than a tribute to feminine values, but there is no doubt that the future will be
better left to Veronica than either Seth or Stathis.

This Fly has little in common with the 1958 version of which it is supposed to
be a remake, and which appears positively discreet by comparison.
Cronenberg’s films (The Dead Zone apart) usually contain a high disgust
quotient, and The Fly is no exception — Seth’s transformation and his repulsive
insect habits are graphically portrayed. For many, this is the unacceptable
face of the horror film, but then Cronenberg has always worked outside
conventional boundaries, in the cracks and crevices of human experience. It is
there, after all, that we hide what we would rather not know.

Pam Cook, Monthly Film Bulletin, February 1987

David Cronenberg understands and trusts the narrative conventions and in his
movies the skeleton is always threatening to burst right through the skin. In
The Fly, the skeleton is, of course, the original film, a pretty undistinguished
50s B about a scientist whose failed experiments leave him stuck with a
gigantic fly’s head on top of his still-human body. Cronenberg’s treatment
streamlines this basic horror-movie conceit almost to the point of albstraction
— and complicates it emotionally at the same time. This Fly is a chamber-
movie of horrors, as spare and depopulated as one of Bergman’s island
psychodramas.

The island here is the loft-laboratory of scientist Seth Brundle (Jeff Goldblum),
who has been monkeying around with a pair of homemade teleportation
pods, trying to find a way of transporting objects from one place to another by
molecular recombination. It’s practically the only setting, and Brundle and his
girlfriend, a magazine writer named Veronica (Geena Davis), are virtually the
only characters. (Veronica’s editor and jealous former lover, played by John



Getz, flits in and out of the action, just to give the plot some mild twists.)
Brundle becomes a monster in a much more alarming way than the 50s fly-
man did: human and insect characteristics are all mixed up in him, every cell
genetically altered, so that he is never fully one thing or the other. His
transformation isn’t a sideshow stunt, it’s like a horrible, wasting disease, and
Brundle’s body never really looks like a fly’s-it’s just a riot of grotesquely
mutating flesh. (The suggestions of cancer and AIDS are obviously intended.)

Cronenberg has no interest in some of the staples of 50s horrors: the
threatened townspeople, the screaming in the streets, the tabloid headlines.
His minimalism evokes the impoverished feel of those earlier films, but,
because it’s deliberate, it goes much farther: he seems to have isolated, in
remarkably potent form, the poignant monster strain that runs through so

many horror pictures.

Terence Rafferty, Sight and Sound, Winter 1986/87
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