
How does the character of Hank in Swiss Army Man perpetuate patriarchal themes and ideologies throughout the film?
How does the film utilise trans-diegetic sound to support these themes?

Swiss Introduction Man:
Daniel Kwan and Daniel Schneinert (collectively referred to as the Daniels both in their professional works and henceforth throughout this essay) made their feature film debut in 2016 with the award-winning comedy-drama “Swiss Army Man”. The feature uses postmodern and surrealist elements to create a whimsical journey as we follow Hank (Paul Dano) and Manny (Daniel Radcliffe) on a journey back to civilisation. The film scored by Manchester Orchestra employs consistent and sonically arresting arrangements largely comprised of Dano and Radcliffe’s acapella performances throughout the film. Creating a thrilling mix between the diegetic and non-diegetic soundscape.
In this essay, I shall be exploring how Hank’s reactions and behaviour are subconsciously promoting the harmful aspects of the society he escaped (and so desperately wants to go back to) and how the soundtrack of the film interacts with these actions to highlight Hank’s toxic masculinity.
[image: ]The film opens with a series of makeshift boats made from discarded rubbish, floating along a calm ocean. Each with various messages calling for aid or expressing how deeply alone and sad our point-of-view character, Hank, is. The first time we see Hank, it is in a wide shot that effectively reinforces Hank’s isolation, by having him in centre frame and placing lots of negative space both around him, with the darkness of the cave mouth enveloping him; and with the barren island he has found himself upon, small and as far removed from society as one could expect. When a corpse washes ashore with enough ‘wind’ to propel itself. Hank commandeers the flatulence-powered cadaver and races off back to civilisation.Figure 1 Swiss Army Man (Daniels, 2016)


Swiss Music Man:
Collins Dictionary defines a ‘leitmotif’ as “an idea or an object which occurs again and again”.
This brings me, once again, to the opening scene of the film, Hank quietly hums to himself before attempting to commit suicide. The song he sings will grow with his character, both lyrically, compositionally and will be used many times throughout the film as a leitmotif representing Hank’s emotional growth. 
The initial rendition we hear of ‘A Better Way’ is, by necessity, very stripped back to emphasise the depression and isolation that Hank currently is experiencing. As he hums the chorus before taking the final step off the cooler he is precariously resting on, his eyes are drawn to Manny’s lifeless body on the seafront. Quite fitting that later in the film the lyrics are revealed to be: “there’s gotta be a better way to get out of here”. Recontextualising Hank’s possibly final moments as a last-ditch search for salvation after giving up hope.
As Hank attempts to hang himself a second time, he once again finds himself weakly singing ‘A Better Way’, only this time to be interrupted by Manny’s constant flatulence. Placing Manny as the reason for Hank’s survival, and the ‘better way’ that Hank was searching for after all. A new way to escape this island prison Hank found himself on. Represented by Hank’s singing changing into a more upbeat, happy song that carries us out of the prologue and into the title sequence. Utilising the first of many examples of trans-diegetic sound within the film.
Diegetic sound is anything within the soundscape of a film that can be heard by the character(s) of a film. So, for example, a song playing on the radio, or a character singing are both examples of diegetic sound. Non-diegetic sound is the inverse, things only we – the audience – can hear. Most film scores are like this. Trans-diegetic sound combines both practices into a seamless transition from one to the other. If a character was listening to the radio, we might continue to listen to that song well into the next scene. Or we could be listening to the music first and then have it played on a radio. (Enhanced Media, 2022)
Following this, Hank is seen humming and singing along to “Cotton Eye Joe”, a song which the Daniels’ chose together after wondering what the film would be like being scored by the ‘worst’ song: 
“We researched it and it turned out that ‘Cotton Eye Joe’ is an old folk song with pretty racist lyrics… The whole movie is taking things we hate and things we want to throw away and elevate them into something wonderful” (Daniels, Zakarin, 2016). 
Introduced as ‘Where Did You Come From?’ in the soundtrack to the film, a non-diegetic version plays hauntingly as Hank Struggles to carry Manny into the forest. Currently in its infancy, with shrill high harmonies and soft lyrical delivery that sets an eery, sombre tone. The visuals compliment this atmosphere too, with the washed out grey of the beach and the dominating wide angle shot emphasising the hopelessness of Hank’s situation. By framing him and Manny small in the corner to visually express the physical toll of moving Manny.
When we hard cut to Hank singing ‘Cotton Eye Joe’, it is once again reinforced, how much toil and effort Hank puts into moving Manny. Much like the previous instance of ‘A Better Way’, Hank sings almost begrudgingly; exclaiming “it’s always the song you hate that gets stuck in your head” (00:14:24). Which could imply that he has mixed feelings surrounding ‘A Better Way’ – since it is linked to painful, bittersweet memories and he later interpolates the lyrics of ‘Cotton Eye Joe’ into the closing melody of ‘A Better Way’.

Whilst lying in the cave floor, Hank begins to sing to Manny. He claims that his mother used to sing a song to him so he “wouldn’t overthink things”, however he never could remember the words. Which is likely why Hank never sang any lyrics at the start of the film. This rendition of the song (affectionately titled ‘Cave Ballad’ in the soundtrack) gives us some poignant insight into Hank’s condition. We see him at his most vulnerable throughout this opening act of the movie and his willingness to sing a ballad openly to try comfort himself, but also this avatar of himself in an almost motherly way, cradling Manny and singing to him as one would an infant. At once longing for and becoming a mother-figure.
This iteration of the leitmotif representing Hank is accompanied by a small whole note harmony in the background, mirroring how Hank and Manny are growing ever-so closer together.

“Patriarchy is not just something external. It also resides in our minds. Once the patriarchy gets into our heads, it affects the way we perceive and judge our self, our relationships and the world we live in. It causes many men to experience their vulnerability as weak and shameful” (Snider, N.)
As Hank and Manny’s interactions progress throughout the film, up until the end of the second act there is a pervasive air of walled-off-ness and shame that Hank carries with him. Exemplified in the pair’s first interaction, wherein it’s revealed that Manny heard Hank singing the night prior. Hank is distressed at the notion that he was overheard being vulnerable and tells Manny “[he wasn’t] supposed to hear that”. This is a perfect example of how the patriarchy invades people’s psyche: Hank is lost and alone in the woods, after going through an understandably traumatic experience, and yet he is ashamed and embarrassed to be vulnerable or to be seen comforting himself. The societal institution he has grown up with has conditioned him to feel negatively towards showing complicated emotions to people.

Midway through the film, when Hank dresses up and pretends to be the object of Manny’s infatuations, we see another aspect of the ingrained patriarchal values that exist within Hank. To set the scene in simple terms: Manny believes that if Hank dresses up as the girl Manny is ‘in love’ with, through the objectification of Hank (dressed as this woman) Manny will be able to guide them both home. Whilst dressed up like ‘Sarah’ for Manny’s visual pleasure, Hank is visibly uncomfortable and proclaims the idea as ‘stupid’. He’s not comfortable in who he is as a man, let alone as a woman on display for someone else… Until Manny sweetly compliments him: “You look, beautiful”. Hank is taken totally aback by the comment, questioning its legitimacy. However, this sweet moment is suddenly lost when Hank snaps out of his good mood and sternly asks if Manny has “any idea what people back home would think” if they saw him in a dress. It comes across as very harsh and loaded, if Manny knows, then why is he making a fool out of his friend – if he doesn’t know, he’s being deliberately idiotic. Either way, this is undoubtedly a form of coercive control and manipulation that is so prevalent within the patriarchal system as “men resort to forms of coercion and control (which may or may not include physical assault) to regulate and dominate their female partners in the home.” (
It has previously been established that Manny’s erect penis acts somewhat like a guiding arrow home. Meaning that Hank has not only introduced Manny to the concept of objectifying women, but also now becomes a complicit part in the patriarchal fantasy that men deserve to have women. Bob Pease, when writing about social work in Australia states that “because all men are socialised within the patriarchy, they will have all received cultural messages that they have a right to make normative claims upon women” (2016). Hank (probably unwittingly) has brought Manny up to believe that he himself has a normative claim to a woman “something tells me she’s the one I’m supposed to bump into”. She, specifically being ‘Sarah’ (Mary-Elizabeth Winstead), whom Hank secretly took photos of and kept on his phone.
One thing which I find incredibly important to note within the context of this film, however, is the absence of an explicit male/female gaze. Even with the shots that contain the dirty magazine that sparks Manny’s ‘compass’, the focus is always on the emotions of Manny and Hank. Particularly whilst Hank and Manny are roleplaying together in the bus they build together. Hank in the dress is shot out of focus with some extreme bokeh flares in the background and both he and Manny are in focus together, huddled, imagining the scenario together.

Arriving at the montage sequence just over the halfway point of the film is when the pair of Hank and Manny really come into their own. This is the peak of the pair’s unity with each other, exemplified by the constant use of trans-diegetic sound. From Manny starting the song off by singing about popcorn, to them each announcing what’s happening during the montage itself “now we killed a racoon, I am using your body like it’s a machine gun”. They are both in perfect harmony with each other. They even make references to being in love with one another and how they have “true friendship”.
At the end of the scene however, there’s an ominous siren that cuts through the mix. It doesn’t belong there, all the noises that culminate to create the music so far have been physically made or sang. The siren – which I believe to be representing their love appears three times throughout the film. Once here, at the end of the montage – when Hank slips away out of frame after staring at Manny smiling and dancing. The second time is after a heartfelt conversation between Manny and Hank dressed up as Sarah, whereupon they almost kiss each other at the apex of the siren’s wail.
Thirdly, when both Hank and Manny fear they will drown, the siren wails as the two are pulled under water, further and further away from the surface. Hank swims to Manny, they embrace one another, and they kiss under water. It’s beautiful, full of heart and the ominous siren disappears, replaced instead with a chorus and a bold declaration of platonic love.

Swiss Conclusion Man:

The way that Hank desperately wants to conform to societal expectations, despite being so far removed from conventional society at the start of the film, are emblematic of the broader problems facing our culture in general. Patriarchy is not an ‘us’ or ‘them’ and it’s more than likely that we carry some patriarchal bias within us as we’ve been raised in a patriarchal society.
Manny represents freedom and purity in it’s most unlikely form and it is only by accepting him fully for what he is, that Hank manages to raise his consciousness and reject the societal chains that he tried so desperately to escape from before the film even started. With the poignant score assisting the development of Hank’s ego and therefore overall character, Swiss Army Man asks us to consider the foundations of our normative culture and encourages us to be more open, kind and welcoming in our daily life.
Ultimately, Swiss Army Man is more than just a light-hearted story of survival; it offers a provocative analysis of society and the possibility of personal growth in the face of great difficulties.
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