Pleasure and Pain all Rolled into One.

In 'A Long Kiss Good Night' (1995) Geena Davis plays an amnesiac woman who leads the life of the perfect American suburban wife and mother of a girl aged five. For eight years she lives her life, inspecting her scar covered body, ignorant of her violent past as an assassin working for the CIA. The whole film revolves around the events that take place when her old life catches up with her and many vengeful enemies from the past show up to payback for what she's done to them. The genius of the whole story is the laying bare of a schizophrenic, yet heroic woman torn between a self-loathing agent and a well-adjusted family woman.

At one point she is ice-skating with her daughter and the little girl complains about having pain in her feet and that she wants to go home. Something in Geena Davies's character triggers the re-awakening of her self-loathing half and she screams to her daughter:

- Life is pain! You better get use to it and stop complaining.

The little girl starts crying and the woman realises what she has done and returns to her 'caring' half to comfort the child and we understand that she is embarrassed about her sudden outburst.

I remember first seeing the film in London and laughing out very loud at this scene. But more than anything, I remember being the only one in a big audience laughing and feeling a sense of guilt as if everyone in the dark was staring at me and whispering 'pedophile' or 'sadist'. Eventually most people seemed to catch on to director Renny  Harlin's sense of humour and I left the cinema without fear of being beaten up for laughing in totally the wrong place.

It is no coincidence that mother and daughter are ice-skating when this happens. Quite the opposite, the scene catches the very essence of what is interesting about sport on a philosophical level - its intrinsic link to pain.

Maybe, it is time to make it clear that I am not a soccer player or a snooker fanatic, but a long distance runner (if I am anything in the world of sports, that is...). So obviously to indulge in such a strange and futile activity one has to have a basic masochist tendency. With running, like all good things in life it is hard to tell exactly where pleasure stops and pain starts and vice versa. 

Pleasure is always rolled into one with pain. The happier we are, the more aware we become of the fact that it will not last forever. The more pleasure we get, the harder it is to hold onto to it. If we try to do the motions that gave us pleasure yesterday all over again, exactly the same way, we fail miserably. Copying the recipe for happiness or pleasure is doomed to disappointment. When we see a beautiful young man or woman we know that he/she is a flower that will eventually wither. (Even though this does not mean that youthful beauty can be replaced by a more profound beauty that comes with experience.) 

This connects to another basic human premise. The bigger risks we take, the bigger the reward or punishment (which funnily enough holds true for both sexual exchanges and financial markets - is that what makes money sexy?). So, there is a multi-layered reality, which becomes unveiled here. We are forced to accept another fundamental contradiction: that we want both freedom and safety at the same time. But one smothers the other. We cannot have both. Most people seem to choose security over freedom and yet often simultaneously crave to be 'free'. Of course other people take advantage of this contradictory drive and cash in on a fundamental human weakness. Religious institutions have always offered a sense of security, so does every bank, insurance company and thousands of other money-making corporations. Whether it is your bank, your friendly priest or Company X, they will always have written in tiny letters (somewhere - but we never read it until it is too late) that 'if things really go to hell - everything they have ever said is rendered void... 

In 'A Long Kiss Goodnight' this tug of war between freedom and security within Geena Davis's character is the ongoing conflict that fuels the oscillations between her two characters. It comes to a beautiful crescendo when she tries to seduce a notorious womanizer played by Samuel L. Jackson. He realises that her only interest in sleeping with him is to rectify her sense of freedom and thus her self-contempt. He therefore rejects her, which sparks a series of vengeful acts on her part. (It could also be fuelled by Hollywood's fear of depicting interracial love on celluloid, but that is another story.) 

Now, you say 'what the hell has this got to do with sport?' Everything! Look at the photographs of me running in the busy shopping streets of Amman, Lusaka or Mexico City. I am that very person who has bought all the pre-packaged deals of security. I have overindulged in religion, insurance and every mutual fund my bank ever offered me. I am so smothered in my own safety that I refuse to see suffering, poverty or anything around me. I am as blind as a bat, dumb-folded and pampered by western culture to a degree where everything is just a backdrop for my own masturbatory fitness cult. I think that I embrace freedom, but I am only welding my own cage of occidental consumerist steel.

Or do you believe in this? Could I navigate my way through hordes of beggars and piles of human and animal excrement for hours on end without being affected by this? Would I submit myself to the debasement of everyone's looks and shouts and travel around the world on a shoestring budget unless there was a greater goal behind these seemingly stupid actions?

*

Director Renny Harlin is Finnish. He knows how your feet hurt when you are ice-skating on a cold winter day and the lack of circulation in your feet is further augmented by the cold winds of the north. He knows that it is even more painful when the blood-circulation eventually returns to your feet in a hot shower or sauna. But unlike the little girl in the movie he knows that this is an easy an even enjoyable pain that is manageable and which has its simple resolution. This cannot be said for the real pain in life that hit you and your whole being with the force of a freight train. This is the pain that at best can be 'cured' by Prosac or kept in check by returning to your therapist twice a week. Or at least it will prevent you from slicing your own flesh and sinews to numb a deeper pain.

It is the pain that drink, drugs music, casual sex and all night dancing let you forget along with yourself for a few hours only to return with renewed force as you wake hung-over - but hopefully happier all the same. This is the pain that can make you cry when you read a book or watch a film, simply because your recognise it and you become one with the suffering characters. It is this pain that makes you wish that you could return to your nightmares and hopefully never awake again when you wake up in the morning. It is this pain that Geena Davis speaks of to her daughter who has no tools to understand. It is this that makes the scene so unbearably sad and yet so fantastically funny.

This is what makes sport interesting for me as an artist, as a human being, because it offers in its double-bind of pleasure and pain a way to relieve the inevitable ache in our soul by replacing it with another more manageable sister. When the soul is hurting and life offers no obvious solutions - running offers the same relief as holding your hand on a bleeding wound. It sends a double signal to your brain and thus relieving some of its sharpness to your consciousness.

If I didn't have the option of going running certain mornings I am unsure if I would ever get up at all. Art offers a similar relief, we share the pain with others and thus feel that we are part of the whole suffering humanity and knowing that most of us are in a similar predicament seems to offer a consolation to our often sad and pitiful existences.

So there you have it. Art, sport and above all the ability to laugh at the sheer pointlessness of our existence are the three things that we have to help us through the difficult times in our lives. To describe how this can be used to create a better life and a better future is beyond the scope of my abilities and definitely not something that can be outlined in a text like this. One thing is certain, however. And that is that whatever answers we come up with they will need to be negotiated for every human being and re-negotiated every day and every hour. Unless of course, we do not choose to continue our lives in the semi-consciousness of Prosac heaven or whatever drug we choose: alcohol, work, gambling or marijuana - they are all the same to me...

Per Hüttner, Paris June 2003.
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