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® “Desiring with the Eyes: Focus and Desire in Marco Berger’'s Un Rubio
(2019)”
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1— METARE)

Born in 1977, Argentine filmmaker Marco Berger began making films in the early
2000s. His work centers on male-male intimacies — whether they are friendships,
romantic relationships, or sexual encounters — and he has established himself as a
leading figure in both contemporary Argentine cinema and the country's emerging
gueer cinematic landscape. (David William Foster, 2014)

From early in his career, Berger’s filmmaking has been marked by a distinctive use
of close-ups, which he employs as a means of developing intersubjectivity — not only
between his characters but also between the filmic object and its audience (Vinodh
Venkatesh, 2016; Guillermo Abel Severiche, 2019). His visual style is also notable for
its recurring focus on the male crotch, which functions as an erotic site beyond rigid
sexual categorization. Santiago Peidro (2013) has aptly coined the term plano Berger
(“Berger shot”) to describe this recurring motif. Despite his growing prominence,
Berger’'s work has not yet received sustained scholarly attention. While his early films
such as Plan B (2009) and Ausente (2011) have attracted critical discussion, his later
works — including Hawaii (2013), Taekwondo (2016), and Un rubio (2019) — remain
relatively underexplored.

In this presentation, I build upon earlier analyses of Berger’'s visual grammar to
further investigate its queerness, in continuity with my own research on queer
focalization and subjectivity (Arnaud Stockinger, 2025). I concentrate on Berger’s
2019 feature film Un rubio (The Blond One) and explore how it articulates queer
desire through specific uses of framing, focus, and blur.

In the first part of my analysis, I draw on the narratological frameworks of Mieke
Bal (1997) and Edward Branigan (1984) to examine how Berger’'s use of mise-en-
scéne — especially close framing and spatial composition — generates a focal
structure that gives visual access to the perspectives and desires of both protagonists,
Juan (Alfonso Bardn) and Gabriel (Gaston Re). Bal’s distinction between external,
internal, and zero focalization proves particularly useful in identifying how the



narrative privileges Gabriel’s perspective while still leaving space for Juan’s presence
and gaze to interrupt or complicate it. Branigan’s model further enriches this analysis
by illustrating how psychological and perceptual cues — such as off-screen glances,
selective focus, and shallow depth of field — align the viewer with Gabriel’s emotional
world. While both characters’ gazes are made perceptible, I argue that the film’s
overarching focalization remains anchored in Gabriel’s point of view, establishing him
as the main site of queer feeling. I focus here on Berger’'s use of rack focus to
articulate shifting objects of desire, his deployment of frame-within-the-frame
compositions to organize visual attention, and the way these devices link the
characters’ perspectives to the viewer’s own.

The second part of my presentation examines how focus and depth of field function
more broadly in Berger’s visual language. I argue that his manipulation of depth —
particularly through alternating moments of clarity and blurring — produces a visual
rhythm that reflects not only the characters’ evolving desires but also the operation of
a shared queer gaze. This gaze, rooted in softness and deferral, generates a different
kind of visual temporality — what may be termed a queer temporality, following
Elizabeth Freeman (2010) — in which desire unfolds outside normative time
structures. The use of blur acts as both a distancing device and an aesthetic
separation from heteronormative visual logic, allowing queer desire to circulate
through alternative channels of expression.

In the final part of my analysis, I turn to the effects of this visual strategy on
spectatorship. Revisiting Laura Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze (1975), I argue that
while desire is unquestionably present, the characters’ gaze does not operate through
mastery or objectification. Instead, Berger’s visual system resists the structure of a
possessive, scopophilic gaze. Mulvey famously describes the male gaze in classical
cinema as one that exerts control and visual dominance over passive female subjects.
Berger subverts this paradigm by crafting a gaze that is uncertain, delayed, and
fragmented — a gaze that lingers, but never consumes. The camera’s partial focus,
the physical and visual proximity without resolution, and the frequent use of obscured
or off-center framings all contribute to a haptic quality of looking. Rather than aiming
for a controlling vision, Berger’'s cinema proposes a gaze rooted in touch, nearness,
and the felt presence of the other.

In conclusion, I propose that Un rubio articulates queer desire not simply through
its subjects or narratives, but through a cinematic grammar that makes looking itself
a tactile, temporal, and affective act. Berger’'s use of focus and blur does not only
construct a visual atmosphere of desire; it draws the viewer into a shared rhythm of



hesitation, proximity, and longing. In this way, Berger’s film queers not just what we
see, but how we see — and, crucially, how we feel while seeing.
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