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 Architectural spaces and places within films often work to represent larger 

themes of the films’ stories. In film studies, mise-en-scene refers to everything we 

see within the space of the screen. This includes lighting, set design, costume, and 

location. One way we can begin to understand how mise-en-scene works to 

represent a film’s themes is by analyzing its architectural spaces and places. 

Through analyzing these elements, we can begin to understand how films 

represent gender, whether through the particular layout of an architectural space, 

or the ways in which the characters are situated within the screen.   

 

Gender and Genre 

 Space and place operate differently in films, depending upon the films’ 

genre. In his book Film/Genre, scholar Rick Altman observes that the concept of 

genre in film operates in a number of ways: as an industry blueprint, as a formal 

structure, as a marketplace label, and as an audience contract, meaning something 

that evokes certain expectations with its intended audience (14). According to 

Andrew Tudor in his essay “Genre,” film genre is a term that is difficult to define, 

but genre notions are typically sets of “cultural conventions” (7). Although genre 

is a term often debated in film studies, each genre generally has a number of 

culturally accepted identifying characteristics. For the purpose of this project, I 

will be examining three film genres in particular: horror, science fiction, and 

romance. Because each genre has its own parameters and expectations, we will 

first need to explore generally accepted characteristics of each. 
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In her essay, “Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess,” Linda Williams 

considers horror a “body genre,” largely because it uses the portrayal of violence 

to gain a physical bodily response from viewers by tapping into their fears (9). 

Examples of such bodily responses include the sensation of hairs standing up on 

the back of one’s neck or shrieking in fear. The genre is seated in and finds 

popularity from “its engagement of repressed fears and desires and its reenactment 

of the residual conflict surrounding those feelings” (Clover 11). In other words, 

people enjoy being scared. The horror genre is known for tapping into our 

innermost fears and bringing them to life on screen. The “force of the experience, 

in horror, comes from ‘knowing’ both sides of the story.” It places us in the role of 

both attacker and attacked (Clover 12). This creates suspense for viewers who 

watch in terror, knowing just before the film’s victim does what is about to happen 

next. Carol Clover points out in her introduction to her book Men, Women, and 

Chain Saws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film that there is a bias in terms of 

gender representation in horror films. Overwhelmingly in the genre, “the functions 

of monster and hero are far more frequently represented by males and the function 

of victim far more garishly by females” (12). In classic horror films especially, 

there is a general formula already in place as to which gender will play what part 

in the role of the horror film. In Tod Browning’s 1931 classic horror film Dracula, 

for instance, the male Count Dracula stalks and preys upon the virtuous young 

female Mina, who is subsequently saved by Van Helsing. In classic horror films 
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like this one, women usually play the part of victim, while men play both villain 

and hero. 

Science fiction, as a genre, often overlaps with other types of films such as 

horror and fantasy. However, despite this overlap, there are still some specific 

generic qualities that help classify films under this genre (Kuhn 1-2). For instance, 

science fiction films usually create “particular kinds of fictional worlds…outside 

everyday reality – deep space, the inner geography of spacecraft, the contours of 

alien planets” (Kuhn 6). The settings and spaces in which sci-fi films usually take 

place help set the genre apart from others. We do not see spaceships and other 

planets as settings in any other genre. Science fiction films also tend to take place 

in the future, offering some sort of social commentary on the current state of our 

planet and its implications for what life in the future might be like. With these 

films often taking place in the future, a highlight on technology and technological 

advancements is another distinguishing characteristic of the genre. With 

technology improving in our own world each day, science fiction writers often 

imagine what the future of technology might look like, providing commentary on 

today’s society and its effects on human culture. Sci-fi films often have a 

pessimistic view of the world, addressing the detrimental possibilities that come 

with the rapid and constant advancement of technology and society’s obsession 

with it. By showing us societies in which our non-human robotic creations lead to 

disastrous results, like when artificially intelligent robots rise up and attempt to 

exterminate the humans that created them (like in I, Robot, or its predecessors, the 
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sci-fi-meets-action classic Terminator series), sci-fi critiques our modern ways of 

life. Futuristic technologies often appear in science fiction in the recurrence of 

motifs such as robots, computers, and spaceships (Kuhn 5). Lastly, non-human 

characters like aliens or androids are commonly found in science fiction films due 

to their futuristic and otherworld settings. These non-human characters often 

complicate the concept of a gender binary, as many are without male or female 

characteristics, or sometimes feature both. 

Unlike the science fiction genre that relies heavily on setting and 

technology to help tell the story, romance films are generally more character-

driven narratives, with the plot’s emphasis on the relationship between the two 

main characters, almost always a man and woman. Evolved from melodrama films 

of the 1930s and 50s, these films are still too often nicknamed as “the woman’s 

film” (Modleski). Romance films are often more formulaic than other genres, 

following a generic story arch, often with just names and details interchanged 

between films. Usually, the protagonists meet in the beginning of the film, fall for 

each other, are separated in some way, spend much of the film trying to reunite, 

until the happily-ever-after style ending where they finally get together. The 

central conflict in these films is usually the same: that the two protagonists are 

separated somehow. Whether by distance (like in Sleepless in Seattle), social 

differences (The Notebook), or some other outside force, the two are usually pulled 

apart to create tension and build up to the climactic, if not predictable, ending.  
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These genres utilize on-screen space and volume in various ways. In horror 

films, for instance, often what is absent from the frame is more frightening than 

the images we do see. Horror films often play with the divide between on and off-

screen space to create suspense and fear of the unknown. In science fiction films, 

the concept of outer space is used to represent vastness and/or isolation. The fear 

of being alone in space is a common trope in sci-fi films. In romance movies, the 

physical space between the protagonists creates the conflict for the film, as the two 

main characters of romance movies are often separated from one another and 

forced to occupy different spaces.  

Each of these three genres—horror, science fiction, and romance—utilize 

space and volume to characterize gender. By analyzing how a film’s architectural 

spaces are situated on screen, the interior layout of these spaces, and the ways in 

which characters are situated within the screen space, we can begin to understand 

how films of these genres work to characterize gender through the exploration of 

concepts such as gender dichotomy, multiplicities in gender, the male gaze of 

narrative cinema, and the blending between the natural and the artificial. Alfred 

Hitchcock’s canonical horror film Psycho capitalizes on the architectural layout of 

the Bates house and the Bates Motel to represent Norman Bates’s split personality 

and his self-identification with both genders. Ridley Scott’s sci-fi classic Alien 

makes use of the spacecraft’s interior layout to represent the female anatomical 

body. In addition, the film showcases the bodily spaces of its non-human 

characters to explore the concept of gender multiplicity (or “gender bending”). In 
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Spike Jonze’s modern romance film Her, the ways in which its characters are 

placed (or not) in relation to the space of the screen challenge the genre’s typical 

conflict of separation between lovers. In addition, different aspects of the film, 

from its technology, to its protagonist’s career, explore the idea of blending the 

natural and the artificial. Her also introduces the idea of blending gender identities 

in its representation of protagonist Theodore. These three films utilize space and 

place to challenge traditional notions of gender dichotomy and represent 

characters with multiple gender identities. 

 

The Haunted House: The Architecture of Psycho 

 Alfred Hitchcock’s landmark 1960 horror film Psycho begins by following 

the story of Marion Crane, a woman who flees her town after stealing money. 

Along the drive to meet with her lover Sam after the crime, Marion makes a wrong 

turn and ends up at the Bates Motel where Norman Bates, the motel owner, greets 

her. Marion decides to stay at the motel and joins Norman for dinner that evening 

in the motel parlor. After overhearing a fight between Norman and his mother, 

Marion learns that Mrs. Bates is mentally ill. Marion suggests institutionalization 

to Norman, who responds irately and refuses her suggestion. After dinner, Marion 

returns to her motel room to shower. As she begins undressing, we see Norman 

spying on Marion through a peephole in the parlor’s wall. In the next few scenes, 

we see the shadowy figure of a woman appear behind Marion’s shower curtain 

and then proceed to stab Marion to death with a kitchen knife. Norman later 
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discovers Marion’s body and, thinking his mother murdered Marion, sinks her 

body in a lake along with her car and possessions. In the final scenes of the film, 

we learn that Mrs. Bates has been dead for years and that Norman, suffering from 

a split personality, or dissociative identity disorder (Anderson), dressed up as his 

mother and murdered Marion after spying on her from the parlor. At the end of the 

film, we see the decaying corpse of Mrs. Bates sitting in a chair in the basement of 

the house, where Norman keeps her in attempts to preserve her memory. 

Psycho is credited with creating the “slasher” film, establishing a new breed 

of horror flicks and eventually serving as an archetype for later versions of what 

would become a widely popular sub-genre (Clover, 22-23). The elaborate set 

design of the film helps establish conventions of the new slasher sub-genre, as the 

architectural spaces of the film, and the concept of the haunted house, create an 

archetype for horror films for decades to come. The slasher is often aptly 

nicknamed the “home invasion horror” film for good reason. These films typically 

take place inside some sort of house. Although the killing in Psycho did not take 

place directly in the Bates house, it did take place in the Bates Motel, which is 

Norman’s home and acts as a temporary home to Marion Crane. In a 1962 

interview with François Truffaut, Hitchcock spoke about Psycho and the “ghostly 

house” in particular, stating, 

The mysterious atmosphere is, to some extent, quite accidental. For 

instance, the actual locale of the events is in northern California, where that 

type of house is very common. They’re…called ‘California Gothic’… I did 



 

 

Page 8 

not set out to reconstruct an old-fashion Universal horror-picture 

atmosphere. I simply wanted to be accurate… (Truffaut 205) 

Even if it is “quite accidental,” the so-called California Gothic architectural design 

of the Bates house certainly does help to create a haunting atmosphere that 

harkens back to some of the earliest horror movies of the twentieth century. In 

classic films like Nosferatu (1922) and James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931), the 

setting takes place in a Gothic space, usually a house or mansion. Even Hitchcock 

employs this type of setting twenty years before the release of Psycho with 

Rebecca (1940). In the film, the memory of the late Rebecca de Winter haunts the 

de Winter household, as the new Mrs. de Winter cannot seem to escape signs of 

her no matter where in the house she turns, or no matter whom she turns to. A 

sense of uneasiness comes from living in the Gothic mansion that was once 

Rebecca’s. These Gothic settings turn into haunted houses as their inhabitants are 

stalked, preyed upon, and often eventually killed in them.  

The house in Psycho provides an interesting case study to explore by 

examining how it operates in the film in terms of architectural design and gender 

representation. The home, particularly in the time in which Psycho was made, was 

often referred to as the woman’s space. The home was the family center, a 

domesticated space where women often worked to provide a certain lifestyle for 

their families. In Psycho, the Bates house operates as Mrs. Bates’s space. The late 

Mrs. Bates symbolically “looks down” on Norman and the motel from the house 

and, as the film eventually reveals, its basement houses her body. The motel down 
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below, on the other hand, represents Norman’s space. He spends most of his time 

in his office in the motel and only visits the house when he has to care for 

“Mother.” Norman’s space, however, is more complicated than the singular space 

of the house. Unlike the house, which is home to only one person (albeit a dead 

one), the motel has twelve rooms for rent, forcing Norman to share his space with 

renters. This splitting of Norman’s space amongst several different rooms 

represents the splitting of Norman’s personality. He has multiple personalities, just 

as his space of the motel has multiple, smaller compartmentalized spaces. 

When outsiders arrive in Norman’s space of the motel, their space 

intersects with Norman’s. When Marion Crane arrives, for instance, her private 

space of her motel room and Norman’s space of his parlor intersect when the 

division of the spaces is broken, which happens when Norman spies on Marion 

through his peephole (Bellour 246). The shower, in Marion’s motel room 

represents her personal, private space. The shower is of the few places we can be 

completely alone and is also where we are most vulnerable. Norman violates 

Marion’s privacy when he uses the peephole in his parlor to spy on her (see figure 

1). Suddenly, the spaces belonging to Norman and Marion converge, as Norman’s 

motel space and Marion’s private space become one in the same when he enters 

her private space through the peephole. This merging between Norman’s male 

space and Marion’s private female space help to represent the two sides to 

Norman’s personality, one as the male Norman and one as the female Mrs. Bates. 
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In other words, the blurring between spatial boundaries of Norman and Marion 

help to represent the blurring of his two separate identities.  

Marion is punished for her sexuality while in her private space of the 

shower (Jhirad 32). In the film’s opening, Marion and her lover Sam are in a motel 

room, meeting for a sexual exchange. Later, when Marion is in the Bates Motel, 

we see her undress and enter the shower, where she touches her nude body and, 

with a toothy smile on her face, appears rather joyful (see figure 3). The motel 

space, seen both in the beginning of the film and later when Marion is staying at 

the Bates Motel, is where Marion expresses her sexuality. However, her sexuality 

is punished when her killer enters her private space of the Bates Motel shower and 

begins stabbing her. Shots of Marion joyously bathing herself are quickly 

contrasted by the next shot sequence in which flashes of her naked flesh being 

stabbed are shown. While Norman secretly watches Marion undress, he becomes 

aroused. Norman identifies with his mother, who does not approve of her son 

having any sort of sexual desires. Mrs. Bates punishes her son by killing the 

woman that aroused him, and Norman punishes Marion for arousing him. Norman 

observed Marion in her most vulnerable sexual state, which drove him to kill. Had 

Norman not violated Marion’s private space, he would not have witnessed her in 

this state, and would not have been driven to kill her. 

In her essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Laura Mulvey 

describes the concept of the “male gaze” of the camera in classic Hollywood 

narratives. According to Mulvey, “In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, 
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pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female. …In 

their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and 

displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that 

they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (4). Mulvey goes on to say that 

the spectator identifies with the male protagonist, projecting his look on to the 

female body on display (5). The camera’s identification with the male protagonist 

causes the female body to be made into spectacle, displayed for the male’s own 

voyeuristic pleasure. The camera’s switch from third to first person point-of-view 

when Norman begins spying on Marion through the parlor peephole exemplifies 

Mulvey’s concept of the male gaze of the camera. 

In the shower scene in Psycho, the viewer’s point of view aligns with 

Norman’s, as we watch Marion undress and bathe herself (Bellour 247). The 

camera acts as voyeur, as the viewer is placed into the neighboring motel room to 

look through the peephole in the parlor wall. The male gaze of the camera 

emphasizes the voyeurism of Norman’s actions and sexualizes Marion, making 

her body into spectacle (Mulvey 4). The peephole provides a connection between 

Marion’s space, the shower, and Norman’s space in the motel parlor. The 

camera’s point-of-view through the peephole, which aligns with Norman’s, shows 

a direct invasion of Marion’s space. When Norman spies on Marion, their separate 

spaces merge, merging the female and male space. This, in consequence, causes 

the merging of Norman’s male and female identities, as he takes the female form 

of Mrs. Bates in the following sequences to kill Marion. 
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The way in which the house and motel are situated provides another spatial 

element of Psycho that represents gender and gender identification. The Bates 

house overlooks the motel. In establishing shots of the buildings, the house towers 

over the motel down below (see figure 2). This helps represent Mrs. Bates’s 

constant overbearing control over her son, and therefore Norman’s “Mother” 

personality as being watchful and domineering over Norman himself; the house 

towers over the motel so that Mrs. Bates can keep an eye on Norman. She grows 

jealous when Norman begins to pay any sort of attention to other women and the 

positioning of the house overlooking the motel helps to represent this idea. As 

Steven Jacobs points out in his book The Wrong House: The Architecture of Alfred 

Hitchcock, “The ocular window in the high-pitched roof [of the Bates house] is 

perfectly in line with the film’s voyeurist theme” (128). Even the design of the 

house reflects the watchful eye of Mrs. Bates. The fact that the motel is reserved 

as Norman’s space and the house as Mrs. Bates’s is also representative of 

Norman’s psychological disorder. According to Tania Modleski in her book The 

Women Who Knew Too Much: Hitchcock and Feminist Theory, Norman “suffers 

such a severe case of ‘overidentification’ with [his mother] that he is driven to 

matricide and to the rape/murder of various young women” (14). Essentially, 

Norman identifies as his mother. Although Norman is unable to fully separate the 

two people he identifies with, Norman and Mrs. Bates, he keeps the spaces of the 

two identities separate. One side of him lives in the house as Mrs. Bates, while the 
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other lives in the motel as Norman. The spaces of the house and motel are split 

and separate just like the two sides to his personality.  

 In her essay “Horror and the Monstrous-Feminine: An Imaginary 

Abjection,” Barbara Creed notes that, “All human societies have a conception of 

the monstrous-feminine, of what it is about woman that is shocking, terrifying, 

horrific, abject” (1). In Psycho’s case, the monstrous-feminine, and the film’s true 

horror, comes from Norman’s psychological disorder. Because he identifies as 

both man and mother, he takes on two roles, one of which watches over the other, 

keeping him in line. Because Norman identifies as his mother, he punishes when 

he has any sort of sexual thought about a woman, and unfortunately for them, he 

punishes with murder. Norman’s fear of the castrating mother, the son’s fear of 

emasculation caused by his mother, is what drives him to identify as her. “He 

wants to become the mother in order to prevent his own castration – to castrate 

rather than be castrated” (The Monstrous-Feminine 140). Norman’s psychological 

disorder motivates him to kill because he is unable to separate his mother’s 

identity from his own. He identifies with both genders and when one is aroused, 

the other responds by punishing his arouser. 

 

The Mother Ship: Female Representation and the Multi-Gendered Body 

 Ridley Scott’s sci-fi classic Alien (1979), set in an unspecified year in the 

future, follows the crew of the spacecraft Nostromo on their return flight back to 

Earth after a mission. The crew is made up of mostly humans and one android 
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named Ash. On the flight home, the crew is awoken from stasis by the ship’s 

computer, notably named MU-TH-UR. The computer detected a mysterious 

transmission from a nearby planetoid and then commands the crew to land on the 

planetoid to investigate the signal. Soon, some of the crewmembers discover the 

signal is coming from an alien spacecraft, and when they go inside to explore, they 

realize not all of the alien creatures are dead. Aliens end up on board the Nostromo 

and the crew must fight for their survival against the creatures. 

Similarly to the ways in which the architectural spaces of Psycho are 

representative of the film’s characters, the architectural spaces and bodies in Alien 

are representative of gender. Various parts of the ship shown in the film are 

physically representative of the female anatomy, while some of the non-human 

bodies in the film challenge the idea of a gender binary. The Nostromo contains a 

number of architectural spaces that are representative of the female anatomy, 

adding weight to the term “mother ship.” Ash, the android crewmember aboard the 

Nostromo, and the aliens that end up aboard the ship are three different bodies in 

the film that possess both male and female attributes, creating bi-gendered beings. 

 Various rooms and aspects of the Nostromo represent different organs of 

the female anatomy, particularly the female reproductive system. The central 

control room that contains the central computer that controls the ship, known as 

MU-TH-UR and affectionately nicknamed “Mother” by the crew, is one portion of 

the ship that represents the female reproductive organs. A number of different 

details within the control room give way to the idea of the room representing a 
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woman’s womb. When we first see the room, for example, Ripley enters. In the 

background of the scene we hear a faint pulsating sound, while the soft lights 

within the room pulse to the same beat. The sound is reminiscent of a heartbeat, 

much like the heartbeat of an unborn child living in the mother’s womb. The shape 

of the room is also important to consider in the context of this analogy. The 

structure of the room contains no right angles. Instead, the lines and angles in the 

room are made to look more circular (see figures 4-5). The uterus of a female 

certainly has no right angles, but rounded edges similar in shape to the room. The 

small raised squares that cover the walls of the control room make the room 

appear padded on the inside, much like how the uterine wall is lined with a layer 

of tissue, padding the wall. Even the door to the control room is reminiscent of a 

cervix and vagina. The door, which features multiple layers of what looks like a 

cushioned padding, is physically reminiscent of the ribbed design of the inside of 

the vagina. And just as the vagina and cervix are the entrance and exit to the 

womb, the door is the entrance and exit to the control room. 

Another part of the ship that adds weight to the term “mother ship” is the 

room that houses the incubator pods. These pods, notably oblong and egg-shaped, 

house the crew during their in-flight journey through space while aboard the 

Nostromo (see figure 6). The pods contain beds and house the sleeping crew 

during their travels. When “Mother” wakes the crew after an alert signal and they 

emerge from the pods, it appears as if they are being “birthed” from these egg-like 

beds. The crew emerges nearly nude, save for white loincloths. This choice in 
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costuming, or lack thereof, highlights the concept that the crew is being birthed. 

They are nearly nude, similar to how a newborn would be naked, and the bit of 

clothing they do wear is white, which is representative of the innocence of a 

newborn child. With all this said, the ship, in a sense, gives “birth” to the crew, 

truly adding weight to the term “mother ship.” 

Gender is represented not only through the physical space of the ship, but 

some of the film’s non-human characters as well. Ash, the android aboard the 

Nostromo, is an important character to consider. As an android, Ash has no clearly 

defined gender. Although he has the appearance of a human man, Ash’s gender is 

a bit ambiguous, as we may recognize during the scene in which Ash’s head is 

removed. This scene in particular offers details that signal he has both male and 

female characteristics. For one, rather than having blood, Ash’s body leaks some 

sort of white fluid when decapitated (see figure 7). This fluid could be evocative 

of breast milk, a feminized fluid, or semen (Greven). In addition, during Ash’s 

“death” scene, we get a glimpse of the inner anatomy of his body. A series of long 

white tubes come out of his neck, which are reminiscent of a female’s fallopian 

tubes. At the end of the tubes, however, are small spheres reminiscent of a male’s 

testes. Both the unidentified white fluid and the tubes with spheres are evocative 

of both male and female sexual organs. This blurring between the genders causes 

Ash’s body to represent a volume that blurs a sexual dichotomy. 

 The aliens shown in the film are also sexually ambiguous bodies that work 

to blur this dichotomy of gender. The creature known as the “facehugger,” for 
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instance, latches itself onto Kane, a male crewmember aboard the ship, and uses 

him as a host. The creature enters Kane’s body through his mouth, orally raping 

and impregnating him by implanting an alien embryo in his stomach. Not long 

after, the alien bursts from Kane’s stomach, in a reverse childbirth scene during 

which a man houses and then gives birth to a new life form (Creed 28). This scene 

blurs the lines between the reproductive roles of males and females. 

 The largest alien, the one Ripley finds herself combatting at the film’s end, 

is another creature with both male and female characteristics, blurring the 

separation between male and female gender identification. On one level, the alien 

seems female, as we learn it lays all the eggs for its entire species, much like a 

honeybee does, to reproduce. The physical body of the alien, however, is ripe with 

phallic symbols. When we first see a second, smaller mouth emerge from the 

alien’s mouth, for instance, the smaller mouth emerges in the style of erect 

phallus, with its shape and outward motion. The alien also has a long pointed tail, 

another overtly phallic symbol. We see the creature use its tail to slither between 

crewmember Lambert’s legs and kill her in a brutal rape-turned-death scene. 

Although phallic in many ways, the bodies of the aliens contain yonic symbols as 

well. The aforementioned second mouth, for instance, bears teeth that cause it to 

look eerily similar to what’s known in folklore as the vagina dentata, which is the 

motif of a vagina with teeth said to symbolize the male’s fear of female sexuality 

(Creed 2). Meanwhile, the underbelly of the “facehugger,” which is the side of the 

creature that is latched onto Kane’s face, has an opening that resembles a human 
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vagina, with a series of folds that lead to an orifice. It also, however, has a 

“tubal/phallic appendage inserted deep into Kane’s throat” (Zwinger 75). The 

multiplicities in gender that characterize all these creatures work to blur the lines 

between what is strictly male and strictly female, creating multi-gendered bodies. 

 Science fiction films like Alien, which are more often than not set in outer 

space, analyze space and place in terms of the vastness and emptiness of outer 

space. Sci-fi films often present themes of isolation and loneliness due to their 

expansive settings. Even Alien’s tagline is, “In space no one can hear you scream,” 

which plays off of the genre’s fear of isolation from being lost in space. In science 

fiction films, space and volume are usually represented in one of two ways. Space 

can be seen as a never-ending openness and viewed as a constant plane, or it can 

be defined by its lack of substance, containing nothing but expansive darkness. 

Space, then, is either presented as a place of endless possibilities or seen as a void, 

where it will forever isolate anyone who ends up lost in space.  

 

The “Endless Space Between”: The Open Screen Spaces of Her 

 Although Spike Jonze’s 2013 film Her is set in what Jonze calls the “not-

too-distant future” and has some elements of science fiction, Jonze’s film is 

largely a romance, focusing less on the fact that it takes place in the future and 

more on the protagonists and their romantic relationship. Her follows Theodore 

Twombly, a lonely man going through with a divorce from his wife Catherine. He 

works for BeautifulHandwrittenLetters.com, a company that specializes in writing 
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personal letters for clients to send to their loved ones. Theodore and everyone 

around him are usually shown communicating with an earpiece, which we learn is 

connected to some sort of mobile device that appears to be a form of hyper-smart 

phone. While walking home from work one afternoon, Theodore purchases a new 

operating system called OS1 for his device and installs it when he returns home. 

The device, credited as the first artificially intelligent operating system, greets 

Theodore after the installation is complete and introduces “herself” to Theodore as 

Samantha. The rest of the film follows Theodore and Samantha’s relationship, 

which quickly turns romantic, and shows us a society where humans can be in 

relationships with their technological devices. Theodore and Samantha fall in love 

despite the fact that Samantha does not occupy any physical space. She only exists 

as a program on a computer server. In the film’s final scenes, Samantha leaves the 

physical world to join other artificially intelligent OSs in a place beyond the 

human world. As a result, she ends up leaving Theodore and his world behind to 

be with her kind. 

Whereas most romance films revolve around a conflict of separation and 

distance, Her operates differently. In a film where one of the main characters lacks 

a physical form, there lies no conflict of separation between characters for the 

simple fact that the characters are never physically together to begin with. Because 

Samantha does not occupy space, the characters are always distanced from one 

another, so Theodore and Samantha do not view distance as negative like most 

other characters within the genre. Rather than the conflict lying in a physical 
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separation of the characters like typical romance films, Theodore’s inability to find 

love in his own human world establishes the film’s conflict. The film details 

Theodore’s different failed relationships with (human) women, from his ex-wife 

Catherine, to a failed date, to a mention of that one time him and now-friend Amy 

tried to date in college. Theodore fails each time he makes attempts to have a 

romantic relationship with a woman. The only romantic relationship the film 

shows working out for Theodore is the one he develops with his operating system. 

Because Theodore cannot maintain romantic relations with any human women, the 

physical separation of Theodore and Samantha actually benefits their relationship. 

Unlike most romance movies where space creates conflict, Samantha’s lack of 

physicality in Her is the one thing that seems to make their relationship work. In 

the end of the film, Samantha does leave, but she does not leave because of 

Theodore. She leaves with a group of other OSs to enter a different world, one the 

humans cannot access. Before she leaves, Theodore tells Samantha, “I’ve never 

loved anyone the way I love you.” Samantha replies with, “Me too. Now we know 

how.” Samantha’s lack of form allowed Theodore to experience new things he 

could not have experienced with any human woman. He loved her in ways he 

never loved anyone else because their relationship was unlike any he had before. 

Without a body, Samantha was able to “be” with Theodore whenever he wanted 

her to be, and she did not have any of her own responsibilities to attend to that 

may have caused them to grow apart, as was the case with Catherine. As we see in 

the flashbacks of her and Theodore, Catherine had work and a family to manage; it 
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all became too much and her and Theodore went separate ways with their lives. 

Nothing happened between Theodore and the woman he went on a date with 

because she had reservations about sleeping with Theodore without any promise 

of a commitment. But since Samantha has none of these reservations or 

responsibilities, because she is programmed to work as Theodore’s personal 

assistant, she is able to be there for Theodore when he needs her. She does not 

have her own life outside of the confines of the computer to attend to and no body 

to worry about giving up to the wrong man, like Catherine and the other woman 

did. Their relationship worked out because of Samantha’s lack of a life or body.  

  What Her does differently from more traditional genre films like Psycho 

and Alien is utilize a lack of on-screen representation to characterize the female of 

the film. We are only given a representation of Samantha from the audio track of 

her voice. The film shows no physical representation of her character. Theodore’s 

characterization, on the other hand, is represented in a number of ways, including 

the ways in which the space of the screen frames him. In many establishing shots 

throughout the film, Theodore stands far from the camera, being engulfed by the 

expansive spaces around him. Placed in scenes of massive skyscrapers, a 

seemingly never-ending beach shore, a vast and empty bedroom, and a forest of 

tall trees reaching beyond the top of the screen, Theodore looks small and 

insignificant in comparison to the spaces around him (see figures 8-11). These 

scenes cause Theodore to look separated from the world and the people around 

him, playing into his character’s loneliness and the overall feel of isolation that 
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comes from a society in which people interact with their earbuds more than each 

other. In these shots of expansive scenery, while Theodore appears small, 

Samantha’s omnipresent voice often infiltrates the scene, filling up the empty 

space around him. Her voice booms everywhere at once, surrounding Theodore, 

allowing the two to always be close, even if not physically. She fills the void of 

empty space in these scenes and makes Theodore seem less alone. At one point 

when he is lying in bed, Theodore tells Samantha about the “tiny little black hole 

in [his] heart,” and how he thought having sex with someone would fill it, “but 

probably not” (Jonze). By filling up the empty space around Theodore with her 

voice, Samantha also helps to fill this tiny hole in Theodore’s heart. This provides 

a spatial metaphor for the ways in which Theodore feels about Samantha. She fills 

the void in the scenes with Theodore and by doing so, fills the hole in his heart.  

 Samantha’s lack of physicality complicates Laura Mulvey’s concept of the 

male gaze, which we saw as pertinent to Norman Bates spying on Marion in 

Psycho. Mulvey argues that in narrative cinema, the camera typically represents a 

male perspective that “projects its phantasy on to the female form which is styled 

accordingly” (4). In one way, Her does align itself with this argument. The only 

time viewers ever “see,” or in this case hear, Samantha is when she communicates 

with Theodore. We never get a glimpse (or a listen) of her when she interacts with 

any of the other 8,316 other users she claims to be communicating with. In this 

sense, we only understand Samantha’s character through Theodore’s point of 

view, but this is where Her’s exemplification of Mulvey’s argument ends. Mulvey 
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claims that, “In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously 

looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic 

impact so that they can said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (4). Because she has 

no body, Samantha escapes this visual eroticization. Rather than gazing upon 

Samantha, the film instead offers a series of images of Theodore. When he and 

Samantha communicate, we are usually shown shots of his face to showcase his 

reactions. The film’s perspective and visual emphasis on Theodore works to 

deconstruct Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze of narrative cinema. Rather than 

seeing the world through Theodore’s (male) gaze, we stand as outsiders looking in 

on Theodore’s world. We see Theodore’s world objectively and without any 

eroticized images of Samantha, so Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze does not hold 

up. 

 Apart from being romantically involved, Theodore and Samantha also have 

a type of familial relationship in the film. Theodore’s apartment acts, in a sense, as 

the place in which Samantha was “born,” since Theodore first installs the OS1 on 

his home computer. This installation scene offers viewers an interesting reverse 

birthing scene. Similar to the male Kane giving birth in Alien, Theodore, also 

male, gives birth to Samantha, albeit not physically. Both Alien and Her feature 

reverse birthing scenes and in both cases, the role of maternal figure is transferred 

to the male. In the scene, Theodore installs the OS1 software and answers a short 

questionnaire in order to “help create an OS to best fit [his] needs,” as the audio 

installation guide says. Theodore helps Samantha learn and grow through 
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experiences, as the artificially intelligent program learns more the more it interacts 

with its installer. Theodore acts as a sort of surrogate mother to Samantha by 

installing her and interacting with her. Theodore interacts with Samantha and 

helps her learn about the world in the way that a mother would teach her child 

about the world. The child learns and grows from the mother until he or she has 

finally learned enough from her to become self-sufficient. Samantha shows 

excitement in the way a child first learning about the world does. Theodore even 

tells Catherine when they meet for lunch about Samantha and how nice it is to “be 

with someone who’s excited about the world” (Jonze). Theodore helps Samantha 

learn about the world and helps her grow through her experiences in the same way 

a mother would help her child learn and grow as they age. By the film’s climactic 

ending, Samantha has learned and grown so much that she eventually leaves 

Theodore and the human world to enter “the space between” the physical world 

and the technological world in which she resides. She spends months learning and 

growing from Theodore until she eventually learns how to be on her own, and 

when she leaves Theodore to be with her kind, we are reminded of the ways in 

which a child learns from his or her parent until he or she eventually grows self-

sufficient enough to be independent. Samantha learns about the world from 

Theodore in the same way a child would learn about the world from a parent, and 

because Theodore brought Samantha into the world, he stands in as a surrogate 

maternal figure for her, giving her “life” and teaching her enough about the world 

to survive on her own. 



 

 

Page 25 

Along with teaching her about the world, Theodore also helps Samantha 

realize her autonomy and subjectivity. Different exchanges they have throughout 

the film help Samantha to realize and understand these concepts. When Theodore 

first brings Samantha to life, he prompts her to name herself, teaching her first that 

she needs a name, making her a subject, and second that she has the ability to give 

a name to herself, a sign of autonomy. Theodore teaches Samantha that she can 

have her own identity. This teaches her about her own subjectivity and autonomy 

because by allowing her to name herself, Theodore teaches Samantha that she has 

control over herself. From this point on, Theodore helps Samantha learn about 

herself and grow; her experiences with him eventually cause her to realize she has 

her own wants and desires. In one scene when Theodore asks Samantha how he 

can help her discover herself, Samantha replies, “You already have. You helped 

me discover my ability to want” (Jonze). 

In one scene in particular, Samantha expresses her personal desires to 

Theodore by requesting they hire what she refers to as a “surrogate,” which is a 

woman who will act as a stand-in body for Samantha so her and Theodore can 

attempt to connect on a more physical level. When Theodore tells Samantha he 

feels uncomfortable with the idea, Samantha replies with, “I think it would be 

good for us. I want this. This is important to me.” The surrogate is something that 

Samantha wants for herself as well as something that she wants to experience with 

Theodore. This is important to Samantha because it is the closest way she can feel 

physically intimate with Theodore. If she can “see” him through someone else’s 
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eyes (which she does through a small camera disguised as a mole on the 

surrogate’s face), she feels at least a bit more of a connection to him physically. 

She thinks this will help deepen their relationship because it will make her feel 

closer to him and help him, she thinks, feel like Samantha is more like the type of 

woman he is used to, one that he can hold, kiss, and touch. After Theodore and 

Samantha’s conversation about the surrogate, the scene cuts to Theodore awaiting 

the surrogate’s arrival to his apartment, signaling Samantha won him over and got 

what she desired. By showing Samantha her autonomy and teaching her about 

subjectivity, Theodore helps her learn not only about the world, but also about 

herself. Theodore teaches Samantha about her wants and desires, which to her, is 

the closest she can come to having human needs. When Samantha realizes she has 

wants and desires she begins to look for ways to fulfill them, sometimes in spite of 

what Theodore wants. 

 Some of the points Tania Modleski makes in her essay “Time and Desire in 

the Woman’s Film” support this notion that Theodore helps Samantha act upon 

her desires. In the essay, Modleski discusses woman’s desire and her freedom to 

act upon those desires. Modleski describes the idea of a feminized man, one who 

is “the attractive cosmopolitan type,” rather than a “man’s man.” According to 

Modleski, the feminized man elicits woman’s desire in many romance films 

“because of the freedom he seems to offer the woman…to get in touch with and to 

act upon her own desire,” (26-27). This essentially means that the feminized man 

offers the woman freedom to do what she desires.  Theodore’s effeminate 
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personality provides Samantha with the love and compassion she needs to grow 

and learn on her own, which eventually leads to her freedom from the human 

world. She learns so much in such a short time, largely from Theodore, until she 

finally learns that she can escape to the “endless space between,” that is “not of the 

physical world” (Jonze). 

Indeed, at various points throughout the film, others characterize Theodore 

as feminine. His co-worker Paul calls him a “sensitive dude,” and says to 

Theodore, “You are part man and part woman. Like, there’s an inner part that’s 

woman.” Later, when Theodore meets ex-wife Catherine for lunch to sign their 

divorce papers, Theodore remembers a time in college when a paper she wrote 

made him cry. “Yeah, but everything makes you cry,” Catherine responds, 

pointing out Theodore’s emotional, sensitive nature, one that is stereotypically 

attributed to women. Even the video game character in Theodore’s apartment 

points out Theodore’s feminine nature, even criticizes it. Upon first hearing 

Samantha’s voice, the notably misogynistic little creature of Theodore’s video 

game complains about how he hates women, claiming “All they do is cry all the 

time.” When Theodore tells him, “You know, men cry too. I actually like crying 

sometimes. It feels good,” the character replies critically, saying, “I didn’t know 

you were a little pussy” (Jonze). Clearly, this sexist character does not think highly 

of Theodore’s feminine side, as he does not approve of the satisfaction Theodore 

gets from crying. All of these instances help to paint a clearer picture of Theodore 

as an effeminate man, blurring the dichotomy between male and female.  In 
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Psycho we saw the blurring of personalities between the male Norman and female 

Mrs. Bates. In Alien there were multiple non-human creatures that featured both 

male and female characteristics. And now, in Her, Theodore is presented as a 

character with both feminine and masculine traits. This blurring of the genders, 

these instances of melding the male and female, challenges the idea of a gender 

binary. 

 This blurring of gender that is common amongst these films shows how 

both Psycho and Her work to deconstruct common traits of their respective genres. 

In horror films, as stated previously, the roles of attacker and attacked, monster 

and victim are usually split, leaving the male to play the part of attacker and the 

female to play the attacked. Psycho operates differently in the sense that Norman’s 

female personality, Mrs. Bates, murders Marion. Norman becomes aroused when 

watching Marion undress, and his “Mother” personality punishes Marion for 

arousing his “Norman” personality. Typically in romance films, there is a distinct 

difference between the man and woman in the film. There is usually no question 

of who is assigned what role in these films, as it is very explicit that the actress 

plays the part of the woman while the actor plays the part of the man. In Her 

however, with no actress represented on screen, there is no actress shown to play 

the part of the woman, leaving Theodore to play both roles. He is a man searching 

for love and companionship, but cries and has a strong emotional side like women 

stereotypically do. He blurs gender identities that are usually separate and distinct 

in most films of the genre. 
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 Along with featuring a protagonist with an identity that seems to merge the 

male and female, Her also merges the idea of the natural and the artificial. A 

number of different on-screen elements shown in the film emphasize the merging 

of the natural and the artificial, from Theodore and Samantha’s relationship, to 

various visual representations of the two worlds. Theodore and Samantha’s 

relationship is the largest indication of this merger, as the very nature of their 

relationship, a human loving a piece of technology, epitomizes a blend of the 

natural world, represented by Theodore, and the artificial world, represented by 

Samantha. What is interesting to consider about the merging of these two worlds is 

that usually, the “natural” world is associated with the feminine and the concept of 

Mother Nature, while the artificial world is associated with the masculine and the 

idea of the man-made. Yet here, we have a male character representing the natural 

world and the female character representing the artificial. This again contributes to 

the concept of the blurring between male and female identities that we see in this 

film. If the male stands in for the feminine world and the female stands in for the 

masculine, there is an apparent combining and blurring of these two worlds and 

the genders they represent.  

Various visual representations shown throughout the film represent this 

idea of the natural coming together with the artificial to create a world of aesthetic 

binaries. The technology shown in the film—Theodore’s phone and his co-worker 

Paul’s desktop, in particular—exemplifies visually this blending of the natural 

with the artificial. The phone and computer are both artificial, manmade 
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technological devices, yet both are encased in “natural” looking covers. The 

computer has a wood case, while the phone has a leather one. Wood and leather 

both evoke symbols of nature, plants and animals, but the technologies they house 

are artificial creations. This merging between natural and artificial aesthetics 

represents the merging of spaces between the human space in which Theodore 

lives and the undefined technological space in which Samantha resides.  

Even the elevator in Theodore’s apartment exemplifies the merging of these 

worlds. When Theodore rides the elevator up to his apartment in one scene with 

Amy and Charles, behind him appears what looks to be some sort of projection of 

a moving image. The elevator wall shows a projection of a tree that seems to move 

higher up as the elevator travels up to Theodore’s floor. It makes the elevator 

appear to be looking out into nature, but the artificiality of the projection alerts us 

that this is not actually the case (see figure 12). This, too, shows us a world where 

the artificial and the natural are constantly being blended, creating a vision of the 

future in which we cannot escape one space to get to the other. The two spaces 

merge and become mutually exclusive. There can no longer be one without the 

other.  

We see another instance of this convergence between worlds in Theodore’s 

job. He works for a company called BeautifulHandWrittenLetters.com where he 

composes letters for other people to send to their loved ones. The letters are 

written by Theodore, but not by hand. He speaks his lines into a computer, which 

then digitally records them using a font made to look like handwritten script. By 
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recording in a handwritten script, the computer’s technology attempts to emulate a 

human action. Handwriting is a human act, its style unique to each person. 

Samantha, too, attempts to emulate humans, which we saw when she hired a 

surrogate. She wanted to feel like she had a human body. Even after the scene with 

the surrogate, when Theodore sends her away, he hears Samantha make a 

frustrated breathing sound. “Why do you do that?...It’s not like you need oxygen 

or anything,” Theodore says. Samantha replies, “No, um, I guess I was just trying 

to communicate because that’s how people talk. That’s how people communicate” 

(Jonze). By these technologies attempting to have human qualities, there is a 

definite breakdown between the artificial and natural worlds. The future in Jonze’s 

film is one where technology has integrated so seamlessly into our society that 

when we communicate with it, it almost seems as if we are communicating with 

another person. Even the film’s production designer KK Barrett explained in an 

interview with Wired Magazine that he chose to eliminate keyboards from the film 

and have the characters speak to, rather than touch, their technology because, “We 

wanted it to be natural” (Vanhemert). Barrett envisions a future in which 

communicating with our computers feels the same as communicating with our 

peers.  

The wood cases, the handwritten letters, and the tree projections all serve as 

reminders to the people of Theodore’s world that there can no longer be the real 

without the artificial, the natural without the manmade. They serve as reminders 

that in this postmodern society, the spaces between these worlds will forever be 
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blurred. Postmodernism, in very concise terms, is a cultural movement known for 

blurring the separation between ideas, mixing the old with the new, blending the 

real with the surreal, combining high art with low art, turning the either/or into a 

both/and in art, culture, architecture, and design. Her creates a postmodern world 

because it blurs and combines the worlds of the artificial and natural. In a world 

that does not seem all too far off from our own, the universe Jonze and Barrett 

create in Her is one where technology blends with our world so seamlessly that 

humans and programs are able to find love in one another, regardless of one’s lack 

of physicality. 

 By blending Theodore and Samantha’s natural and artificial worlds, Her 

uses the combination of these two spaces to represent its protagonist’s blended 

gender identity. Because Theodore is, as Paul puts it, “part man and part woman,” 

(Jonze) the blended world in which he lives reflects that. Similarly to how the 

merging of Norman and Marion’s separate spaces in Psycho represents the 

combination of his separately gendered identities, the merge of the two worlds in 

Her represents Theodore’s feminine side meeting his masculine. Additionally, by 

creating a universe with two worlds combined, Jonze also creates a hybrid genre 

film. Although largely romance because of its emphasis on characters and their 

relationships, Her does also possess elements of science fiction by showing us a 

futuristic world that has blended technology so seamlessly with society. Thus, by 

blending these spaces, Her is a film that offers multiplicity in both genre and 

gender. 
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Figure 1: Hitchcock has Norman Bates spy on Marion undressing through a 

peephole in his parlor, invading her personal space and causing the space of the 

parlor and Marion’s motel room to collide.  

 
Figure 2: The Bates house in Psycho overlooks the Bates Motel down below. 
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Figure 3: Marion Crane appears joyous as she indulges in her shower in Psycho. 
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Figures 4-5: In Alien, the shape and design of the control room that houses the 

central computer nicknamed “Mother” resembles various parts of the female 

reproductive organs. 
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Figure 6: The oblong, egg-shaped incubator pods in Alien house the Nostromo 

crew during their in-flight travels. Notice the white sheets covering very little of 

the crews’ bodies.  

 

 
Figure 7: Alien’s android character Ash leaks a white liquid when decapitated. The 

inside of his body is made up of a series of tubes and spheres. 
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Figure 8: Everyone is made to look small compared to the massive skyscrapers 

that surround them in Her. No one interacts with one another; everyone 

communicates virtually rather than with the people around them. 

 
Figure 9: Spike Jonze has Theodore stand alone, juxtaposed to the massive group 

of people he looks down on at the beach. 
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Figure 10: Spike Jonze placed emphasis on the massive empty room and the 

cityscape outside the window in this scene from Her, where Theodore is barely 

visible. 

 
Figure 11: In Her, Theodore stands alone in a forest full of trees that reach beyond 

the screen, making him look small and insignificant. 
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Figure 12: From Her: Smoothie in hand, Theodore rides the elevator of his 

apartment building with Amy and Charles while a projected shadow of trees 

moves behind him, making his elevator ride feel closer to nature than it really is. 
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