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MY OWN PRIVATE IDAHO (Gus Van Sant, 1991)
The lost mother and the question of masculinity
Gus Van San't 1991 film My Own Private Idaho is a “popular reworking of the story of Shakespeare's Prince Hal, and, as critics have noted, an homage to Orson Welle's 1966 fil Chimes at Midnight. Van Sant's conception of the Shakespeare sequences in his film is largely indebted to Welle's film, particularly the early scenes in the Boar's Head Tavern, in which we are introduced to Hal and Falstaff, and the scene that comprises the Gadshill robbery
.

If we take into consideration the use of the space in Gus Van Sant's film My Own Private Idaho our attention will be soon captured by the title of the film. In fact, it includes the name of the country “Idaho”. We are in front of a precise definition of the space and of a precise setting of the film action. Our mind is directed toward a big State of the Northwest of United States.

The movie is a loving portrait of two hustlers in Portland, two young men looking for parents; it's about homelessness as a state of being
.

 At the beginning, Mike (River Phoenix) mysteriously finds himself on a country road in the North. The title uses the rhetorical image of oxymoron that is the association of the big space of Idaho with an adjective often related to for little spaces: “private”. This adjective addresses particularly our expectation, that is, we do not think about an objective representation of the space.
Instead, we imagine that the perspective of the film and, in particular, of the space follows the point of view of some characters of the narrator of the story. Also, we think that the fabula is about “private events”; in other words, this is the story of a little community, of a group of people or of a family. 
Certainly, we do not expect to see the representation of historical or famous events. In addition to this, two pronouns in the title add ideas to the fabula of the film: “my own”. As a result, this is the story of one person (that may also be the narrator) and the film, as well as the vision of the space (my own...Idaho), may have his point of view.

Finally a perhaps naive question: whose Idaho is implied by the film’s title? The probable answer is Mike’s, because he is the film’s central figure and because more than anyone else in the film he travels to Idaho. I would argue, however, that the “my” of the title invokes the figure of Mike’s mother, who indeed becomes so associated with the idea of privacy as not to be represented outside Mike’s fantastic recollections of her; the states of privacy and of Idaho (literally) belong to the mother

Giving information about the fabula and the space, the title represents the abstract of the film. It is linked with the first subtitle: we read on the screen “Idaho”. At the first time, we could interpret this as an element of redundancy. Actually, the syuzhet uses this subtitle because, at first look, it does not respect the abstract. In fact, during the film we realize that “Idaho” is only one of the spaces in which the syuzhet moves. The story goes from Idaho to Seattle, from Portland to Rome. Passages from a place to another place are always indicated by a caption. 
Moreover, each new sequence begins with a precise visual description of the place of an action. For example, the real place of the actions of fabula is not the city of Rome but the countryside near Rome, whereas the syuzhet choses to show first the urban space with famous monuments, in order to give an identity to the place, and to place the audience on the background so, then, the story is brought to a rural context.
A strong element of redundancy is Mike's sleeping or narcolepsy: he usually sleeps in the scenes in which the syuzhet inserts a change of the setting. He sleeps during the passage from Idaho to Seattle, while dreaming of his mother; he sleeps in Scott's harms in the next passage from Seattle to Portland; he sleeps in a hotel room in Rome, and in the next scene he wakes up on the flight to Portland. These changes of the setting during the sleeping establish a perspective dream throughout the film.

Like Myshkin's epilepsy in Dostoevski's The Idiot, his narcolpesy is meant to be a sign of his essential innocence, more a poteic than a medical reality
.

The narrative of the film My Own Private Idaho takes place primarily along two spaces: in Idaho (rural area) and in the cities of Seattle and Portland. If you want to analyze these areas turn out to be completely different from each other: the first one could be a path to new possibilities of interior growth, sexual innocence, whereas in fact, the city embodies the centre of the moral degradation, corruption.
There are two key moments, set in Idaho, where we see Mike on a desolate and deserted street while gazing the horizon (3 min, and 1:35:56). They represent the beginning and the end.
This movie works around a mythography of homosexuality, it does not limit itself to represent the gay world, but also gives him a place in the imagination, in this case the low sky and deep blue, bare bushes around, light up and down to the horizon, of which Mike appropriates: "have already been here... this is my way", in fact he says, by narrowing the field of vision with his hands, while iris shuts the landscape to form a sort of West logo. Film's language reflects the different style of Mike points.
One can read it in the mother key, since in this area Mike has a strong attachment to the past. Mike wants at all costs to find or his mother. 

Mike in both the two sequences, the beginning and the end, falling asleep, caused by narcolepsy, and this causes continuous slide shows, which led him to think of the mother. The mother in these visions reassures him and tells him «Everything’s gonna be alright». These are important scenes that represent the strong bond that exists between Mike and his mother and the continuing search for her.

Whenever Mike falls asleep, recurrent images appear: he lies i his mother’s arms, infused with oceanic bliss. As i explained earlier, the coordinates of the Lacanian Imaginary involve the Mirror Stage. This stage is proedipal; that is, the child has not yet been separated from the mother by the father, nor has he or she been initiated into the Symbolic stage of language acquisition. […] The Mirror Stage is the inaugural moment of the divided self, but the illusory images of unity and harmony haunt the subject forever after
. 

Narcolepsy, as said before, creates an intimate bond between Mike and his mother. In fact, he passes out in the same moment his eyes look at the prairie, which might be metaphorically seen as the representation of his mother.
I would read this moment as a being about the playful engagement between the human and the natural world that allows Mike to see the flat open land and wide blue sky as something friendly, inviting, and, in Freud’s terms, maternal
.

Moreover, the line of the development of the syuzhet is constituted by the spatial organization. Thanks to the subtitles, the space appears to be always established, but in reality we are always dislocated.
The way in which the camera frames the real world gives the viewer the possibility to understand Mike's mental space. We are helped by the fact that not only the camera often has his point of view, but also it often coincides with Mike's perspective. Also the shots are often related to Mike's mind. This happens especially with the use of the overlapping contour when Mike uses his fingers to fold the street and the mountains into a visual iris: in this moment the frame coincides with what he sees. In this way the audience identifies itself with Mike very closely.
The real protagonist of the film is the fancy world of Mike's mind (and life). Mike's mind is as if it was projected in a parallel reality, which helps him to overcome difficult moments. The presence of the mother in his dreams help him, and give him strength. In fact Mike "falls asleep" in places and with people that evoke the mother. And even when he passes out for approaching sexually to an older woman who can evoke the mother (min. 13.35).
This sequence is very indicative and explains perfectly the thin line between Mike and his mother, narcolepsy, and mental illness. The mother in fact was suffering from mental disorders. In this sequence we see Mike, intent to sexually approach the lady, but as she approaches him, almost motherly and kind, he immediately falls asleep. Even the house where the lady lives could be the ideal home where a happy family may live.
Mike feels the need to find his mother in order to receive the affection he would need and can not get:
when he finds himself in a sexualized interaction with an (older) female client, one who evokes maternal love in the context of the sexual economy that for the most part exludes women- male prostitution. The importance of prostitution for the film, i would argue, is that is becomes the defining metaphor for virtually all sexuality in the film
.
Mike's flashbacks memory, usually generate his narcoleptic fits, and this shows us an important part of Mike’s thoughts, namely that he is thinking about his childhood and his mother and, thus, about a lost ideal life. We interpret his world by the interaction between Mike and space, and by Mike's feelings about the space. 
Nevertheless, the attention is often bringing up the real world with some expedients such as Bob's death. This scene suggests that the fabula happens in a real world. Actually, there is a dominant space that is always the same, i.e. the space of the road. Mike and Scott are continuously traveling and homeless. They live a day for once, they hope for luck, they use all the experiences to survive and to find money. Usually they live on the road with other homeless people, or they have only a motorcycle.
This way of life on the road is present in both of the two opposite sceneries of the film: an urban space ad a rural space. Urban places are Seattle, Portland and Rome. These settings are presented as places of perdition, where Mike and Scott live in poverty and often as male prostitutes; they have poor and foolish friends, they use drugs, they are robbers. 
Talking about these places, it is interesting to see the use of the dance in the scene in which they are in a hotel room with Hans, a German pervert man, and Hans dances for them because the dance is a strong element to show the movement of the body in the space. In this sense is also notable the scene in the abandoned building in Portland, in which the protagonists and their friends of the “road” move their bodies in the space with slow and large movement similar to the movement of old Knights (on the other hand, the film is based on a Shakespeare’s drama).
The rural places are Idaho and the roman countryside. Here they find a different approach to life. In Idaho, Mike lives a very strong relationship with his past and with his “private” world: he is obsessed by the idea of finding his mother, he imagines a lot of her. In the roman countryside Scott meets Carmela, an Italian girl, and decides to return with her to his past and rich life (a sort of redemption). These two kinds of sceneries present different uses of the camera shots. For urban environment the camera prefers medium long shots and full shots, and close up. In the rural spaces the shots begin deeper and the camera uses a lot of long and extreme long shots (instead, the use of the pan is very limited).
The colours and the lights also follow different “rules”. In the urban space we see dark colours, usually night sceneries, and the light are dense and usually yellow or typical coloured lights of a city. On the contrary, the scenes in rural places often take place during the day; we see pastel colours and lights that create opaque and foggy atmospheres.

Thus, we can see that the narrative schema works in a different way for Mike and for Scott. 
One of the ways that the schema uses in this sense is the spatial closeness and the spatial distance between them. They are together during the time of the orientation, of the exposition and of the goals. Mike's goal is to find his mother and, his identity; Scott's is to live on the road. Until the moments they begin to realize their goals, they are together. When complicating actions take places (e.g. the fact that Mike’s mother is continually traveling, for him; the meeting with Carmela and the death of his father, for Scott), they are divided. A curious symmetry (and opposition) is present in their story. Mike's route starts by a life on the road; his goals are toward finding a home and stability (the mother); at the end his life is always the same. Scott's route goes from a family of high society toward a life on the road and finishes again into a rich ambient.
Mike’s sexuality is blocked by this lack of affection that led him to a challenge in finding sexuality not locked in the exchange of money for gratification. Mike and Scott have two completely different inner situations, if Mike's life is marked by the absence of a male and female figure, Scott instead is the mayor's son (powerful emblem of patriarchal power and bribery). Scott's sexuality and Mike’s one are completely different, and we can see in two key sequences in the film. In the first, where there is the irruption of the police sent by Scott's father, in this scene we see break of two figures who are under the covers.
expecting as we might looks of shock or disgust on the faces of the cops, we instead see them leering and smirking at the two young men in bed- revealed to be Scott and Mike- and obediently backing away from the erotic scene taking place before them. The importance of  this scene resides in its implication that two men could only, even for the cops, be in bed if they were engaged in a financial arrangement that needs to be respected if not ignored. That the cops walk in on the two central figures in bed and are satisfied with the explanation of male homosexuality as a financial transaction indicates that the police (like everyone else) seem less concerned with the taint of homosexuality  than with the problem of profit, here apparently neatly resolved in a scene of erotic play as playing out an alibi of financial gain. In short, homosexuality paradoxically confirms the law (and by implication, the father) when it can be construed as a monetary transaction and nothing else

In this film, the dynamics of being part of a family, and then finding your own family, is represented as the core; what for Scott is the traditional masculinity, the money, the power and the need to ally with his father, conversely, Mike puts himself instead on a completely different level. Only the discovery of the mother could help him find his true «Ego». 

While the struggle over Scott forms an ostentatious Oedipal scene worth dwelling upon, for the purpose of this essay i want to consideri t in regard to how it informs the movements of Mike through the film. It does so by way of putting into relied the mother who cannot be found except in fantasy.

This desire can be found expressed in a particular way, when Mike and Scott are on the way from Portland to Idaho and Mike confesses his love for Scott (min.54). This scene set in a nightly bonfire, typical westerns moment where the cowboys are considered the danger that awaits, whereas here the agreement between the two goes much further.
This sequence explains perfectly the abysmal difference that persists between Mike and Scott. If Scott, on the one hand, knows that his homosexuality is due only to the need of money, on the other hand, Mike does not know how he feels, not even how to manage it, nor to find the courage to declare his love to Scott. Mike tells Scott that he would like to kiss him, but he in turn replies that he is going to have sex with men only for money, and that it is impossible that two men can have love for one another. 
The way Scott responds to Mike’s statement is very particular: we could expect a violent response, where Scott abruptly refused the love offered by his friend; while, instead, Gus Van Sant offers to us an unusual dynamic. Through the movements of the bodies, we can see that there is a kind of maternal love, which reaches its climax in the embrace of comfort and consolation from Scott to Mike.
In the epilogue of the film they are “together” again. The difference is that now they are in the same space, but under different condition: during the celebration of the formal funeral of Scott's father, in the same cemetery, Mike and his “foolish” friend bury Bob with a wild and noisy “party”. Therefore, we see how much the space contributes to narrative strategies of the film.
Another kind of symmetry links the opening with the ending of the film: both of them are located in Idaho, the place of action is precisely the same, the situation is the same as well. The camera frames an empty road and the mountains around it, and Mike collapses sleeping on the centre of the road.
Finally, the space of My own private Idaho is the space where Mike finds his mother, as the vortex of the film is continuous. 
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Anna, your essay is a very good as it reflects your desire to explore the question of gender indentities, family and mother's figure in the film of Gus Van Sant. I've only edited some mispellings and concerning the content I'd prefer some one or two paragraphs, maybe in the conclusion, about the concept of indenity in the overall work of Van Sant and a comparative  statement with his other films.
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