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This paper will be based on some of the research for my forthcoming book Images of Idiocy: The Idiot Figure in Modern Fiction and Film (Ashgate, 2003). The presentation will focus on the comic role of the idiot figure in twentieth-century literature and film, arguing that the visual appeal of the idiot is often the stimulating factor for his or her inclusion. This visual representation may take the form of detailed character description in a novel, or encoded in the way an idiot figure is visually isolated from other characters in a narrative film.

I am concerned primarily with the ways in which writers and filmmakers have been attracted by visual images of idiocy for their striking, and often, comic potential, as well as using the idiot figure as a symbol of enigmatic uncertainty. The paper pursues two main arguments: the first proposition is that idiocy cannot be easily defined as a specific ‘condition’, as scientific and medical attempts to do so have usually floundered. Idiocy can more accurately be said to refer to a range of human experiences that are difficult to classify. These experiences may derive from neurological impairment, but they are often reflected in forms of a social behaviour that can be visually mimicked, often for comic effect. The second argument is that visual images usually precede - and often complicate - an understanding of idiocy, serving to stigmatise the idiot as Other, or presenting characters as idiot figures who do not have the appropriate cerebral limitations. While it may be difficult to conceptualise literature in visual terms, the physical depiction of idiot figures in fiction and film often fixes them with a particular image or look, which writers and directors often go on to problematise or question in the narrative.  

I will illustrate the presentation with examples of idiot figures being used for comic effect, from literary extracts from Flannery O’Connor’s Wise Blood and Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey (in which the idiot figures are presented as grotesques) to cinematic examples, such as the Francis Veber’s Le Diner de Cons, Robert Zemeckis’ Forrest Gump and Lars von Trier’s The Idiots (which place the idiot in quite different symbolic and comic roles). While idiots are sometimes depicted as passive characters, symbolising vacancy or emptiness, all these examples reveal idiot figures that possess comic vitality. The paper argues that although idiots are often stigmatised in visual terms, they are usually over-determined figures that evade the intentions of other characters to treat them in manipulative ways.

