
Conclusions

The mystical gaze is at once integral to Peter Weir and more generally 
significant for theories of the gaze. Whether or not others take mysti-
cism seriously, Peter Weir does. The discovery of the artefact in 
Tunisia, the day-dream in which he felt confirmed as a film-maker, 
the dialogue he had with the ghosts at Gallipoli—these three recorded 
encounters shaped Weir’s life, his professional choices and his aware-
ness. Along with these experiences there is his lament for the lack of 
‘wonder’ in Western society that he says religion used to provide. Weir 
has explicitly said that he sees his task as filling this gap. ‘I think a 
sense of wonder is really what I attempt to create.’1 Furthermore he 
has spoken about the ongoing influence that the theories of Carl Jung 
have had on him and his film-making.2 

In my analysis of Weir’s work I have taken both points of refer-
ence, mysticism and Jung, as seriously as he does. I have argued that 
it is by neither accident, nor the hyperbole of journalistic flair that 
has led writers to speak of Weir’s work as mystical. By using such lan-
guage—and whether they realise it or not—critics and scholars have 
provided a rich but untheorised insight in what Weir has achieved in 
his films. Through a careful analysis of the narrative, we can see that 
he has elicited from the spectator a mystical gaze.
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The mystical gaze is constructed through mystical intertextu-
ality, where Weir writes or reworks material which has mystery at its 
core—not just human mysteries with a neat solution at the end, but 
rather metaphysical mysteries about this world in relation to other 
unseen worlds, forces and powers that call forth heroic and loving 
action, of an altogether different dimension to the everyday. Entry 
points into this other spiritual world occur in Weir’s narratives via 
intertextual references, quotations, metonyms and allusions to 
archetypal mythologies and symbols, religious memory, allegorical 
commentary and a celebration of nature.

The mystical gaze is also constructed through one, or a combi-
nation, of looks. There is a participatory, empathetic identification, 
where the spectator grows to care for the hero who is invested with 
shamanic characteristics, like Miranda and Book, or is a saviour 
figure like Archy. The spectator identifies with the hero or heroine’s 
search, which is primarily spiritual or played out within a mystical 
context.

Then, at critical points within the film, the spectator is reposi-
tioned and granted an omniscient look, which enables him or her 
access to a greater spiritual insight into the motivations of the char-
acters and the narrative, and an awareness of the fluidity of the 
boundaries between the seen and the unseen. This gaze also means 
the spectator knowingly but powerlessly presides over climax points 
of the hero’s quest.

Finally, through tropes of sexuality, death and intimacy and 
through the use of music, lighting and camera angles, the sight–
insight interplay is constructed and the spectator is offered a moment 
of illumination. Through this look, Weir draws the spectator in fur-
ther to link his or her own exploration of the unconscious with that 
of the protagonist and to ask personal questions about his or her own 
meaning and purpose.

As well as offering a particular reading of Weir’s work, this study 
has provided a more general commentary on the cinema and a hith-
erto unnamed element within gaze theory: the mystical component 
of the spectator’s look. I have shown that while writers may have bor-
rowed the language of magic and mysticism from spiritual or religious 
collectives, they need not borrow the belief structures that attend 
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them, to accept that the mystical as an aspect of spectatorship. The 
pagan Roman philosopher Plotinus played a central role in defining 
what we now mean by a mystical encounter. Plotinus is the patron of 
secular mystics, of which Weir is one. So what is the Otherness sec-
ular mystics seek? Daniel Madigan’s theory that encounters with 
Otherness are experiences of oneself and of one’s belief as they are 
formed and proffered by any social community3 makes sense of the 
universal reports of similar encounters, and places Weir’s attraction 
to Jung’s theory in context. For Weir, Otherness is similar to the 
Jungian definition of the world of the collective unconscious: ‘the 
deposit of mankind’s typical reactions since primordial times to the 
universal situations such as fear, danger, the struggle against superi-
ority, love, birth and death’.4 Such a broad definition does not demand 
a conventionally religious frame of reference. That said, I have argued 
the cinema offers a secular context, once the domain of religion, for 
the experience of mysticism in its narratives, the relationship it estab-
lishes between the screen and the spectator, its architecture, codes of 
exhibition and assembly. I have also argued that the mystical gaze, 
although it draws on other structures of the gaze such as the gen-
dered, racial, abject, seductive and masochistic, offers a new way of 
conceptualising spectatorship. In addition it is clear that the mystical 
gaze of the cinema shares a great deal with the religious traditions of 
mysticism. This can be seen especially in the similar ways the experi-
ence of film spectatorship and mysticism is reported and the effect it 
can have on behaviour, as in Rudolph’s Otto’s ‘mysterium, tre-
mendum et fascinans’, the mysterious, and alluring encounter with 
Otherness that can compel and frighten at the same time.

I have maintained that the quest for the mystical encounter, as 
attested to in every social community in the world, is still active in 
the increasingly secular Western world, and that its secular temple is 
the new multiplex. There, spectators, who are primed by the struc-
tures of the cinema itself, see films like those of Peter Weir that 
construct a world for them where they can exercise the mystical gaze 
while simultaneously entering into a mystical experience with the 
shadow world being played out on the screen before them.
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