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(1)  Crawling with maggots,  melting away in decomposit ion,  d isco loured 
and muti lated – the bod ies in Crime Scene Investigat ion  (CBS, 2000-
Present)  are clearly meant to disgust.  They d isrupt the narrat ive f low 
with their abject qua li t ies, but by doing so a lso provide particular 
pleasures to the viewer. These pleasures seem closer to those 
associated with the horror genre than any other in that they are 
connected to an affect ive experience of watching an audiovisua l text:  
the d isgusting bod ies make us jump and look away; as Isabel Christ ina 
Pinedo (1997) argues in relat ion to the muti la ted bod ies of the horror 
genre,  their ‘gore’  moves our own bod ies.  This suggests a remarkab le 
shi ft  in the crime genre that, as Mart in F. Norden (1985) points out,  
has trad it iona lly been associated with the cerebral.  This art ic le wil l  
invest igate some of the most pert inent aspects of th is shift.  It  w i ll  
describe the changes to the crime genre that Crime Scene 
Invest igation  with its d isgusting bod ies encompasses and wil l  ask how 
these changes affect our understanding of crime. 

(2)  With i ts emphasis on the detai led invest igation of the body, the 
CSI-franchise is part of w ider cultural  shi ft in the representation of 
crime in fi lm, televis ion and li terature which started in the early 
1990s.  The forensic sciences became increasing ly important at this 
time in cr ime novels such as those of Kathy Reich and Patr icia 
Cornwel l,  fi lms like Si lence of the Lambs  (Jonathan Demme 1991),  
Copycat  (Jon Amiel 1995) and Se7en  (David  Fincher 1995) and 
televis ion dramas such as Profi ler  (NBC 1996-2000),  The X-Fi les (Fox 
1993-2002) and Si lent Witness (BBC, 1996-) .  What they share is the 
emphasis on the mutilated body of the vict im which,  Deborah Jermyn 
argues,  is indebted to Prime Suspect (see Note 1).  Crime drama since 
then has ‘ routinely figured expl ic it  descript ion and images of forensics 
that would have been unheard of on prime-t ime TV in the era before 
Prime Suspect ’  (2003b: 49). In a later artic le,  Jermyn highl ights that  

after Prime Suspect , the ‘boundaries’  which had once 
governed how much crime drama could show us of the corpse,  
and how it  looked, would never be the same aga in. I f  any TV 
text seems indebted to this shi ft  and pertinent to this 
discussion now, i l lustrat ing the degree to which televis ion has 
become increasing ly enchanted by the dramatic possib il it ies 
of forensic detai l,  it  is CSI:  Crime Scene Invest igation .  
(Jermyn 2007: 7) 

I here want to invest igate what th is shi ft to forensic deta il  impl ies in 
terms of the effects on the crime genre.  I wi ll  highlight,  f i rst ly,  that 
such an emphasis on the body involves a shi ft  towards the horror 
genre which Crime Scene Investigat ion draws on libera l ly.  By a llowing 
the horror of the body to become so central  to the p leasures of the 
series, i t also puts greater emphasis on the victim in general  than is 
usua l in convent iona l cr ime drama.  



(3)  John Sumser h ighl ights that, rather than murder,  conventional 
crime drama invest igates  

actions leading to murder.  The three th ings that need to be 
establ ished in any invest igat ion fo llowing murder are 
motives,  opportunit ies and capab i li ties. Opportunit ies and 
capab i li ties are necessary  condit ions for being a suspect or a  
vi l lain.  (1996: 82) 

Al l  o f these aspects of the invest igation relate to the perpetrator of 
crime who is genera lly at the centre of the investigat ion as the term of 
‘whodunit’  impl ies.  Crime Scene Invest igation , however,  presents less 
a whodunit than a ‘what happened ’.  This centra l quest ion is shared by 
other forensic science dramas such as Si lent Witness  or McCallum  ( ITV, 
1995-1998),  and is also underlying in the sci- f i/crime hybrids of The X-
Files  and Prof iler . A ll  o f these dramas give more consideration to what 
happened  to the vict im  instead of focusing on the perpetrator.  This 
greater emphasis on the victim wil l  be a second aspect that wi l l be 
examined in this artic le. 

(4)  As a consequence of the greater emphasis on the victim and the 
use of convent ions from the horror genre,  Crime Scene Investigat ion  is 
able to offer an embodied experience of the crime genre which wil l  be 
the th ird aspect th is art ic le wil l  invest igate.  My hypothesis is that the 
embodied experience of cr ime narratives is one of the most important 
effects of the shi ft  towards the forensic and the depiction of the body 
as abject because it  a l lows viewers to experience crime not only as a  
cerebra l puzz le but with embodied empathy. In my def in ition of the 
abject I  fol low Julia Kristeva (1982) who describes it  as that which 
disrupts order and threatens ident ity.  It  si ts at the border of ident ity, 
is the border and a lso d isturbs this border.  The corpse is,  in her words,  
‘the utmost abject’  (1982: 4) as it  is no longer ‘I  who expel,  “ I”  is 
expelled ’ ( ib id.) . The corpse is the most sickening of wastes and i t  is 
the fina l waste:  in order to live, the person has to expel its bodi ly 
wastes.  However,  the corpse is a  reminder that in the end what we 
believe is the essence of the person – its being a live – is expel led from 
the waste i tsel f.  The corpse therefore shows, visual ises without 
signi fication and consequent ly without ordering d iscourses,  that in the 
end we are only waste. 

(5)  I w i ll  invest igate how the abject corpse relates to and troubles the 
conventions of the crime genre in Crime Scene Invest igation.  For 
reasons of clar i ty I w il l  here focus on the orig ina l  series which is set in 
Las Vegas and revolves around a team of f ive (later six)  forensic 
scient ists, headed by Gi l Grissom (Will iam Petersen).  Although there 
are similar emphases included in the two sp in-offs CSI:  Miami  (CBS, 
2002-Present)  and CSI:  NY  (CBS, 2004-Present) , their narrat ive 
incent ives d i f fer from the orig ina l  series, implying that the aud iovisual 
construct ion of the text essent ia lly d iverges from Crime Scene 
Invest igation ’ s.  With narrat ive incent ives I mean the centra l  theme 
that is at the heart of each series. In Crime Scene Invest igation  th is is 
a celebrat ion of science as an invest igat ive tool, in Miami,  narrat ives 
revolve around the establ ishment of just ice for vict ims, while NY  
focuses more on the peop le left  behind in cr ime, including the 
invest igators.  Genera l isat ions that cover the three series are therefore 



diff icu lt to make. Before I beg in my analysis,  I  want to brief ly 
summarise some writ ing in relation to the crime genre in order to 
highl ight what th is shi ft  towards the forensic might enta il  in terms of 
changes to the generic convent ions.  I wi ll  then examine in detai l  
scenes in which the body is at the centre,  fo l lowing the log ic of the 
series itsel f by start ing with the scenes of the d iscovery of the crime in 
the teaser,  before discussing the investigation of the body at the crime 
scene and last the examinat ion of the corpse in the autopsy scenes. 

 

The Disruption in Crime Scene Investigation 

(6)  Jane Feuer has rightful ly cr i tic ised the use of f i lm-oriented genre 
stud ies for television as television genres ‘appear to have a greater 
tendency to recombine across  genre l ines’  (1992: 158, emphasis in 
orig ina l).  As Charlotte Brunsdon (1998) highl ights,  th is also app lies to 
the forensic science dramas which combine the crime genre with the 
medica l  genre.  However,  I  here del iberately chose to fo l low Tzvetan 
Todorov (1977) and Stephen Neale (1980; 2000; 2001; 2002) as I 
believe that the shi ft  towards the forensic is ref lected in wider changes 
to the genre across media.  Fo l lowing the work of the Russian 
formalists,  Todorov’s primary interest l ies in narrat ive structure and he 
suggests a  model of an ‘ idea l  narrat ive’  which  

beg ins with a stable si tuat ion which is disturbed by some 
power of force.  There results a  state of disequil ibr ium; by the 
action of a  force d irected in the opposite d irection,  the 
equi libr ium is re-estab lished; the second equi libr ium is 
similar to the fi rst,  but the two are never identica l.  (1977: 
111) 

Neale (1980: 20)  uses this model in h is discussion of the detect ive 
genre in which,  he suggests,  v iolence quite li teral ly disrupts the fi rst  
equi libr ium, necessitat ing a working through which relies on discourses 
concerning the law. 

(7)  When analysing the scenes of the teaser in Crime Scene 
Invest igation ,  i t  becomes clear that i t is not so much violence that 
disrupts the equil ibrium than the abject body. Important ly,  the body is 
here presented as abject not only because of the emphasis on gore: 
blood pools,  crawl ing maggots and melt ing f lesh. Rather,  what makes 
the bodies of the teaser abject is that they are discovered by ord inary 
people who are engaged in everyday act iv i ties such as driving a car,  
looking at rea l-estate or spending t ime in a park.  The body therefore 
encroaches on the everyday where i t  disturbs the identity of those who 
find i t:  it  is seen ‘w ithout God and outside of science’  (Kristeva 1982: 
4),  i .e.  w ithout the meaning-g iving discourses of rel igion or science,  
and therefore has no other meaning than that of f ina l  waste.  As the 
viewers are a l igned in the teaser with the ord inary person, they too 
encounter the body as abject.   

(8)  By emphasising the everyday, Crime Scene Invest igation  makes 
use of an establ ished convention of the horror genre:  Cynthia  Freeland 
(2003) and Vivian Sobchack (1987) both h ighl ight how centra l this 
notion of the ‘everyday’  is to the American horror f i lm where i t  is soon 



disrupted by horror.  In general, horror is the most apparent genre that 
Crime Scene Investigat ion draws on in this fi rst scene. This also 
appl ies to the dep ict ion of the muti lated body. Richard Dyer points out 
that ‘ tradit ional ly,  horror resided in what the monster, whatever i t  
was, looked l ike or the fear i t induced in the characters:  now it  is as 
often in its effect on the body, the horror of the damaged, d istressed, 
suffering body’  (1999: 59).  As in the 1990’s horror f i lm that Dyer 
writes about,  the horror in Crime Scene Invest igation  is consti tuted by 
the corpse which is dep icted as suffering and damaged. There is a 
focus on the b lood pools and wounds, often from the point of view of 
the d iscovering person. The framing and sounds of these shots are 
usua lly carefu lly chosen to emphasise the gore. In ‘Sex, Lies and 
Larvae’  (1.10),  for example,  the camera cuts from a close-up of the 
discovering couple to their po int of v iew medium shot of a  body 
crawling with maggots and insects.  The insects are here introduced in 
the previous shots by buzzing sounds which dominate the soundtrack.  
In general,  the camera tends to emphasise the muti lat ions of the body 
by giving close-ups and extreme close-ups of the b loody wounds rather 
than presenting the body in d istanced long shots which is usual ly the 
case in more convent iona l cr ime drama. 

(9)  The horror that the body induces is given expression in the figure 
of the d iscovering person who tends to be a woman. In ‘Assume 
Nothing’  (4.1),  for example,  the scene starts with a woman on her 
housekeep ing round in a  Las Vegas hotel.  As she enters,  shout ing a 
bored ‘Housekeep ing ’,  the camera fol lows her in medium shot,  showing 
how she opens the curta ins with the help of the automated system. But 
when it  is stuck,  she walks up to the curtains to draw them open 
manually.  As she opens the curtains a l i tt le further,  she suddenly 
seems struck by something and turns around slowly,  before start ing to 
scream. Her screaming face is then shown in a  c lose-up, before the 
camera cuts to a  c lose-up of the mutilated body and fina lly an extreme 
close-up of the b loody wound. The presence of something threatening 
is foreshadowed by the sound of menacing strings,  the eerie l ighting of 
the corridor with b lue and yel low lights and, not to be forgotten,  the 
by then estab lished convent ion of Crime Scene Invest igation ’ s  teaser 
that,  whenever there is a  scene that suggests everyday-ness, i t wi ll  
soon be d isrupted by the horror of a  muti la ted body. As John Corner 
highl ights,  the series format,  to which Crime Scene Invest igation  
adheres r ig idly, uses ‘concise repet ition [which is]  bui lt  into the 
opening minutes of each programme’ (1999: 57)  which al lows for 
economic storytel l ing.  This concise repet it ion,  however,  a lso creates 
very speci fic expectat ions which,  when ful f i l led,  underline the series’  
conventions.  

(10)  The discovering woman who g ives free expression to her terror in 
a scream is one of the convent ions that Crime Scene Investigat ion 
quickly estab lished. This convent ion aga in bears resemblance to an 
establ ished f igure in the horror genre,  namely the only surviving 
woman in the slasher f i lm, or as Caro l  J.  C lover (1992: 35) cal ls her,  
the ‘ f ina l  g ir l ’ .  Clover emphasises that the f ina l  g irl  is both gendered 
masculine and feminine:  masculine in her attempts to fight off the 
monster and feminine in the emphasis on her terror and screams. It  is 
th is la tter aspect that the d iscovering woman of Crime Scene 



Invest igation  shares with the ‘f inal  g irl ’.  Her horror and screams are 
also monitored in detai l  w ith close-ups as the case of ‘Assume Nothing ’ 
exempl i fies.  In both the slasher f i lm and in Crime Scene Invest igation , 
the woman comes to personify the ‘abject terror’  (Clover 1992: 35)  
that the aud ience is supposed to feel with her.   

(11)  Other examples which feature a woman’s abject terror can be 
found in ep isodes in which the teaser presents the crime being 
committed.  ‘Sta lker’  (2.19)  is a  part icu larly good case in point. Here,  
the camera stays for the most part in close-ups of the victim as she 
cowers f i rst  in her hal lway and then in her wardrobe. In several  c lose-
ups,  she is shown crying,  bit ing her na ils and shivering, al l  o f which 
suggest the heightened tension of her fear.  Moreover,  every now and 
then, when the sounds in her house change, there are muff led shriek 
sounds which further underline her terror. 

(12)  The fear of the characters who are threatened with muti la tion in 
Crime Scene Investigat ion is given expression in another shot that has 
become establ ished in the horror f i lm, namely the ‘sol itary reaction 
shot ’  as Pinedo ca l ls it  (1997: 52).  What is unsett ling about these 
shots, Pinedo points out,  is that they reverse the log ic of cause of 
effect:  we see the terror of the character without seeing what caused 
it  ( ibid.).  In ‘ Justice is Served’  (1.21), for example,  we see how a male 
jogger g lances anxiously around him, h is eyes eventual ly widening in 
fear,  again shown in close-up, before we see something grey and 
blurry jumping towards h im. 

(13)  The depiction of the body in Crime Scene Invest igation ’s  teaser,  
then, is marked by convent ions borrowed from the horror genre. The 
abject qual i ties of the corpse that disrupt the equil ibr ium in scenes,  in 
which the body is d iscovered, are underl ined by an emphasis on the 
terror the body induces and images and sounds that dep ict  the body as 
muti la ted and d is integrat ing with a part icu lar focus on b lood and 
insects. In scenes in which the crime is committed,  convent ions from 
horror g ive the scenes an unsettl ing moment replacing those presented 
by the corpse in scenes in which the body is d iscovered. The use of 
conventions from horror suggests that the viewer is, from the 
beg inning,  engaged with the narrat ive on a more emotional level  which 
also affects the viewer’s body – horror,  after al l,  a ffects our stomachs,  
makes us jump – than in other cr ime drama. This form of engagement 
cont inues,  I  wi l l show below, into the main body of the episode. 

(14)  In relation to the crime genre, Crime Scene Investigat ion  presents 
an equil ibr ium that is not d isturbed by vio lence,  but rather by the 
effects of violence:  the abject corpse and the horror of crime. This 
proximity to the horror genre,  however,  does not contrad ict  Crime 
Scene Invest igation ’s  adherence to the crime genre.  Barbara Creed 
points out that the horror fi lm presents a ‘modern defi lement ri te [ in 
which i t]  attempts to separate out the symbolic order from a ll  that 
threatens its stabi li ty’  (1993: 14).  By present ing the body as abject, 
Crime Scene Investigat ion presents the effects of crime as a threat to 
stabi l ity of the social  order which is,  however,  eventual ly restored by 
the work of the investigators. In other words,  Crime Scene 
Invest igation  presents a  d isturbance to an equil ibr ium that 
necessitates a  working through. This working through, I w i ll  show in 



the next sect ion,  rel ies on d iscourses of law and order and therefore 
adheres to the convent ions of cr ime drama as Neale (1980, p .20)  
describes it . 

 

The Body under Investigat ion 

(15)  Kristeva (1982: 4)  suggests that discourses of religion or science 
render the corpse less abject because both religion and science f il l  the 
corpse with meaning.  In keeping with other cr ime drama, Crime Scene 
Invest igation  uses another set of discourses which help  to render the 
abject safe,  namely discourses relating to the law. These d iscourses 
are in Crime Scene Invest igation  indicated by elements of the mise-en-
scène which h ighl ight the presence of the pol ice: b l inking sirens,  the 
yel low crime scene tape and officers in uniform lo itering in the 
background. Moreover,  the sound of s irens signi fies the arr ival  of the 
pol ice.  The d iscourses of law and order invest the corpse with the 
meaning of ‘crime victim’ which evokes a new set of associations which 
are organised into the fol lowing str ing of ideas:  a  cr ime has been 
committed,  the police wil l  invest igate,  eventual ly estab lish who the 
perpetrator is and give h im/ her a  just punishment.  These d iscourses,  
therefore, also render the body safe as they work towards the re-
establ ishment of order and its boundaries,  which were disrupted by the 
murder of the victim. 

(16)  While convent ional cr ime drama stays with these d iscourses,  
Crime Scene Investigat ion also makes use of scient i fic d iscourses and, 
in particular,  medica l discourses.  The d iscourses of science similarly 
render the abject corpse safe as they read the muti la tions in respect of 
what happened, thereby a lso invest ing the corpse with the power to 
revea l i ts truth. This truth does not only relate to what happened in 
general  during the crime, but a lso to what happened to th is part icu lar 
body. They therefore fundamental ly help  to expla in the suffering of the 
victim, putt ing the vict im at the centre of attention in a  genre that has 
tradit ional ly been focused on the perpetrator.   

(17)  As I argued above, with the centra l  question of ‘whodunit ’,  the 
invest igation in convent ional cr ime drama revolves around the identity 
of the perpetrator whose ful l  or part ial  confession is often needed in 
order for the narrative to be resolved. In Crime Scene Invest igat ion,  
the invest igation revolves around the vict im: how their body came to 
look like th is,  what trace evidence can be found on i t  and what the 
body can tell  us about the crime. The invest igation of the corpse 
establ ishes what rea l ly happened and therefore makes the confession 
of the perpetrator redundant,  reversing the power h ierarchy of 
conventional crime drama: no longer does the perpetrator have the 
power to speak the truth about the victim in h is or her final  
confession,  the victim’s body now is the locus of truth.   

(18)  This is a lready apparent in the f i rst  scene in which the 
invest igators are present.  When they look at the body, the 
invest igators search for the symptoms of cr ime: the round hole of the 
bul let  wound, the b loody dent of blunt force trauma, the th in long hole 
of a  kni fe wound. The invest igator’s gaze therefore fo llows the 
rationa le of the medica l  gaze which,  Michel Foucault  h ighl ights,  



i l luminates the body ‘w ith its own l ight ’ (1973: xi i i) , rendering the 
body understandab le because of i ts own knowledge. The gaze can 
therefore establ ish knowledge about the crime because it  is 
knowledgeab le i tsel f.  This,  however,  a lso suggests that the real  power 
si ts w ith the investigators who impose their knowledgeab le gaze and 
delineate the vict im as an object that is examined to give up i ts truth.   

(19)  The power hierarchy in Crime Scene Invest igation  is,  however,  
more complex than that.  The series suggests that the body has greater 
power than simply that of being a text that can be read. Rather,  it  
gives the impression that the investigator enters into a conversat ion 
with the body. In ‘P ilot ’ (1.1)  th is is implied in the framing: here,  the 
scene beg ins with a medium shot of Gil  Grissom as he approaches a 
corpse which l ies in a dry bathtub. The shot is framed at the bottom by 
the texti le of a  sleep ing back which the victim apparently put into the 
bathtub to s it  on.  The low ang le framing from the bathtub suggests 
that this shot is from the point of v iew of the vict im who meets the 
invest igator’s gaze by looking back.  Furthermore,  the editing of the 
scene fo l lows the shot-reverse shot pattern which is convent ional ly 
used for d ia logue in f i lm and televis ion,  therefore g iving the 
impression that the invest igator is in d ia logue with the corpse.  In ‘Cool 
Change’  (1.2) the conversationa l aspect of the invest igator’s gaze is 
made expl ici t  in a  piece of d ia logue between Grissom and the attending 
homicide detective: 

Detective:  Do you want to talk to her [ the vict im’s  
 g ir l friend]? 
Gil:  Not yet.  R ight now, I want to talk to him [the victim]. 
Detective:  How do you ta lk to a dead body? 
Gil:  I  let  him ta lk to me, actual ly.   

Here,  the priori ty of the vict im is made particularly clear as Gi l  not 
only wants to ‘ta lk’  to the victim, but he wants to do so before he 
speaks to any witnesses or even the perpetrator (as the gir l fr iend 
turns out to be).  This is in stark contrast to convent ional cr ime drama 
in which f i rst  interviews with witnesses beg in as soon as the detect ives 
arr ive at the crime scene, with only a  brief g lance reserved for the 
body. The victim’s corpse in conventiona l cr ime drama thus appears 
marg ina l  to the investigat ion and therefore a lso to the crime narrat ive.  
In contrast,  the vict ims in Crime Scene Invest igation  appear to be 
given the agency to be ab le to look and talk back at the investigators,  
suggest ing that they have more power than is impl ied in their being 
the object of the investigat ive gaze. 

(20)  The conversationa l aspect of the invest igation which renders the 
victim a powerfu l partner to the investigator is,  however,  not 
cont inued into autopsy scenes where the corpse is again at the centre 
of the invest igation.  A typica l  autopsy scene beg ins after most of the 
post-mortem examination has already taken p lace.  The camera here 
cuts between the invest igators and the medica l  examiner,  Dr.  Al  
Robbins (Robert David  Hall) ,  as they ta lk.  Images of the corpse are 
only included when the investigators’  gaze is d irected at the corpse.  
Importantly, the investigators and the medica l  examiner are only 
rarely framed with the corpse in c lose-ups and medium shots;  only 
long shots show them stand ing next to the slab.  This suggests that the 



proximity of the investigator to the corpse,  impl ied in the 
conversat iona l style of earlier scenes, has been abandoned in favour of 
a more d istanced, scient i fic gaze.  

(21)  In autopsy scenes,  most of the close-ups of the vict ims are of 
their wounds;  only a few shots show their faces which make the 
corpses’  human individual ity vis ib le.  The emphasis on the wounds 
therefore contributes to the distanced, scienti f ic gaze which looks at 
the body as evidence,  thereby rendering the corpse an object.  This 
object is now also much cleaner than before:  it  has been washed of i ts 
excess gore and the muti la tions are now explained in their relat ion to 
the crime. Thus,  the body is here not only stripped of i ts power as a  
conversat iona l partner,  but i t  is a lso str ipped of its ab i li ty to d isrupt 
through i ts abject qua li t ies.  The body in the autopsy, therefore,  seems 
safe and mastered. 

(22)  The body under invest igation,  then, appears str ipped of its abject 
qual i ties.  D iscourses of law and science give the corpse meanings 
beyond that of f inal  waste.  Rather,  these d iscourses work towards the 
re-establ ishment of the borders that the crime and the abject body 
have d isturbed. Crime Scene Invest igat ion,  therefore, fol lows the 
generic conventions by providing a ‘working through’  which relies on 
speci f ic discourses.  What is di f ferent to conventional crime drama is 
that the discourse of law is complemented with medica l  discourses 
which – because they revolve around attempts to establ ish a d iagnosis 
that can exp lain the suffering of the vict im – give the victim a more 
centra l  function than in conventiona l crime drama.  

(23)  By directing a scient i fic gaze onto the body, the invest igators 
appear to be invested with power over the body. This not ion,  I have 
argued, is troub led by the framing of the victim as equal partner who 
enters into a conversat ion with the invest igator. As I wi ll  show in the 
next sect ion,  the idea of mastery over the body is a lso prob lematised 
because the body cont inues to present a  d isturbing presence even 
when it  is gazed at from a scient i fic point of view. 

 

The Corpse’s Continued Abject Presence 

(24)  Although Crime Scene Investigat ion  suggests a  mastery of the 
abject corpse through science, i t continues to present moments that 
imply the opposite.  In ‘Pi lot’  (1.1),  new lab member Hol ly Gribbs 
(Chandra West) leaves the autopsy room in disgust only to be 
confronted with corpses that suddenly appear a l ive again and, in ‘Down 
the Dra in ’  (5.2) ,  Greg Sanders (Eric Szmanda) struggles to remain 
scient i fic, rat iona l and d istanced in the face of h is fi rst autopsy.  A 
more insightfu l scene is g iven in ‘Precious Meta l’  (3.18)  in which Dr.  
Robbins expla ins to a  trainee the effects of closed casket ing on corpses 
whi le gett ing a corpse out of a  c losed barrel .  The corpse has 
‘souponified ’,  i.e.  has become a waxy substance which has li tt le 
resemblance to a human being.  As Dr.  Robbins cont inues his lecture,  
the camera l ingers on the dripping of the decomposition fluids and the 
alien,  transformed flesh,  emphasised by dripp ing and squelching 
sounds,  while a lso returning to the tra inee who watches aghast before 
eventual ly leaving the room. Although the medical  d iscourses and the 



representation of the abject body here work humorously aga inst each 
other,  the scene underl ines how easy i t  is for the body to break 
through i ts sanit isat ion.  It  remains abject for those who do not possess 
the medica l  gaze and therefore cont inues to pose a threat of 
instabi l ity.  This suggests that the medical  mastery of the investigators 
is imposed on the abject corpse,  suggesting that the more natura l 
reaction to the body is that of d isgust.  This is a lso impl ied in the CSI-
shot. 

(25)  The CSI-shot is a  sequence of c leverly ed ited shots that g ive the 
impression that the camera fo llows either a  bul let,  a  kni fe or another 
object or substance into the body where the damage of the body is 
made vis ible.  Karen Lury describes i t  as an ‘extensive use of 
prosthet ics,  models and CGI in sequences most often associated with 
the autopsy of the vict im(s) ,  where ‘snap-zoom’ (accelerated zoom) 
sequences apparent ly recreate the entry of bul lets,  knives or even 
blood cel ls into the body’  (2005: 45).  The series markets the sequence 
as i ts own innovat ion ( impl ied in the name of ‘CSI-shot’)  and other 
programmes, includ ing House  (Fox 2004-Present)  and Prison Break  
(Fox 2005-Present) , speak about similar sequences as i f they have 
cop ied them from the franchise.  In fact,  the move into the body had 
become establ ished in the 1990s in medica l documentaries and science 
displays (Lury 2005: 48),  and pract ical ly the same sequence had been 
used in the ant i-war f i lm Three Kings  (David  O. Russell  1999). 

(26)  In Crime Scene Investigat ion,  the CSI-shot usua lly fo llows the 
medica l  examiner’s explanations and starts with a quick dissolve into 
white (a ‘ f lashcut ’) and then a close-up of the body where the wound 
sits.  It  then cont inues with a fast zoom onto the l ive body, while a  
seamless cut to a  prosthetic or CGI image and the cont inuat ion of the 
zoom at the same speed g ive the impression that the camera now 
moves into the body where i t comes to rest at the place where the 
fatal  wound sits:  the ruptured artery,  the exploded heart,  etc.  These 
images dep ict the body aga in in its d isgust ing and terr i fy ing f leshy 
materia li ty which is further emphasised by the sounds that accompany 
the sequence.  Apart from sounds that are apparent ly connected to the 
form of the wound (a gun being f i red for bul let  wounds,  a  sl icing sound 
for kni fe wounds, etc.) , there are thud, squelch,  slurp and rupturing 
sounds which h ighl ight the fleshiness of the body and add to its abject 
qual i ties.  As the zoom is very fast and the sequence consequent ly over 
in a  few seconds,  the viewer is not given the opportunity to look away. 
In other words,  a lthough the CSI-shot presents bod ies that,  l ike the 
female vict ims in Copycat  and Silence of the Lambs,  Jermyn argues 
(2004),  connote to-be- looked-away-from-ness,  the possib il ity of 
averting one’s eyes is actual ly denied.  Therefore,  a lthough the CSI-
shot functions as a  visual isation of the medica l  explanation by Dr. 
Robbins,  the sequence actua lly presents more.  Lury (2005: 32)  
highl ights in respect to similar shots in The Human Body  (BBC1 1998) 
that they enab le a  kinet ic experience for the viewer, and th is is 
certainly true for the CSI-shot too:  they g ive a sense that we are 
taken on a ro llercoaster ride into the body. However,  because these 
shots dep ict  the body as d isgust ing and do not a llow us to look away, 
they provide a strong moment of embodied viewing experience which is 



connected to their doub le funct ion as visual isat ion of medica l  evidence 
and as moment of horror.   

(28)  Although the body in the CSI-shot seems to g ive up i ts medica l  
truth (Weissmann and Boyle 2007) and appears to be embedded in the 
scient i fic d iscourse of the autopsy scene, the CSI-shot const itutes a  
disruption of the scienti f ic d istance because the viewer is taken inside 
the body, c lose to its fleshy materia l ity.  Lury argues that the int imacy 
and subject ivi ty of the CSI-shot is opposed to the series’  scient i fic 
discourse and suggests that the shot sequence is ‘structural ly 
pornographic’  (2005: 54-56):  the camera penetrates the body in order 
to monitor i t  for the truth that i t ho lds,  whi le images of the ruptured 
arteries gushing out blood suggest a  moment of ejaculat ion,  the 
‘money shot’  that evinces that what happens on screen is rea l  
(Wi ll iams 1999).  The viewer’s p leasures involved in the CSI-shot are,  
however,  not those of sexual pleasure – they are aga in closer to 
horror. 

(29)  As Pinedo (1997) suggests,  some of f i lmic body horror similarly 
borders on the pornographic.  Fol lowing Richard Dyer’s d iscussion of 
gay porn (1985),  she argues that porn and ‘gore’ share the same 
emphasis on creat ing bodi ly react ions in the viewer: 

It  is the very carna l ity that relegates hard core and gore to 
the status of disreputab le genres. … both are d isreputab le 
genres because they engage the viewer’s body…, el ici t  
physica l responses such as fear and disgust,  and arousa l in 
indeterminate combinat ions,  and thereby priv ilege the 
degraded ha lf of the mind-body spl it .  (P inedo 1997: 61) 

Pinedo cal ls these bod ily p leasures el ic ited by gore ‘carnography’  as 
they centre on the d isplay of the f lesh of the body. The CSI-shot 
shares th is effect with gore;  however,  because it  is embedded in a 
scene which frames it  as scient i fic evidence,  i t  is not invested with the 
same sense of disreputabi l ity.  Rather,  the use of scient if ic jargon and 
exp lanat ions suggests a  well-educated target aud ience which,  w ith in 
recent developments in television drama, highlights its ambit ion to be 
part of the ‘qual i ty dramas’ of American televis ion which both 
Thompson (1996) and Feuer (1984) point out rely as much on their 
ABC1 target aud ience as on part icu lar production va lues to consti tute 
‘qua li ty’.  As a  consequence, the carnographic p leasures elic ited here 
are invested with a sense of legit imacy:  the CSI-shot,  a fter al l,  
teaches us about the damage done to the body. 

(30)  The impl ication of the CSI-shot,  then, is that we learn through 
our emotiona l and physica l  response.  The victim’s body can funct ion as 
a scient i fic model because it  is stripped of its human characterist ics 
and individual i ty in the autopsy scene and is therefore presented as 
the scient i fic object to be stud ied from the d istance.  At the same t ime, 
however,  the body continues to d isrupt through the CSI-shot,  creating 
a subject ivi ty and int imacy to the object of study that is detr imental  to 
a d istanced, rationa l engagement with the object.  Rather, the 
closeness enables the victim’s corpse to move our own bod ies and by 
doing so teach us about the physical  rea li ty of the scienti f ic 
exp lanat ion.  This entai ls a  new read ing of the whodunit that would 



suggest i t  is no longer experienced only as rationa l and cerebra l:  it  is 
now a lso affect ive.  Importantly,  th is affect ivi ty is tr iggered by the text 
itself  by its emphasis on the abject body. Unl ike the affect ive react ions 
to fi lmic representations that Laura U. Marks (2000) and Vivian 
Sobchack (2004) describe,  i t  does not rely on memory and is therefore 
not dependent on the viewer’s individual experience.  Rather,  the 
affect ive qua li ty of Crime Scene Invest igation  is the result  of the 
interest in forensic science and the dep ict ion of the body as abject. 

 

Conclusions 

(31)  I have focused my analysis of Crime Scene Invest igat ion  on 
scenes which present the body and have pointed to some remarkable 
shi fts in the crime genre.  No longer is the equil ibrium disrupted by 
violence (Neale 1980: 20),  i t  is d isrupted by the effects of v io lence:  
the muti la ted corpse and the horror of cr ime. The corpse in Crime 
Scene Invest igation  is presented as abject and therefore d isruptive to 
the person discovering i t,  includ ing the viewer,  suggesting a much 
more emotiona l involvement of the viewer than in convent ional cr ime 
drama.  

(32)  As a result  of the d isruption through the body rather than 
violence,  the invest igation does not centre so much on the quest ion of 
who committed this violence (Sumser 1996),  but on how this body 
came to be abject.  Whi le convent iona l cr ime drama uses d iscourses of 
law to reach a so lut ion (Neale 1980),  Crime Scene Invest igation  a lso 
uses scient i f ic d iscourses, in part icu lar medica l  d iscourses,  which 
revolve much more on the injured body than those of the law could. 
Consequently, the vict im is much more centra l  the invest igat ion 
narrat ive than in convent ional cr ime drama. Moreover,  the victim’s 
corpse is in the early scenes invested with the power to speak of the 
crime and later in the autopsy scenes with the power to d isrupt the 
distanced, scient i fic investigat ion,  therefore having a more powerful  
ro le in the invest igation narrat ive than that of object of the 
invest igative gaze. 

(33)  Disrupt ion,  in form of the CSI-shot,  brings the body and i ts 
trauma closer to the viewer and elic its p leasures which resemble the 
carnographic p leasures of body horror and entai l  a  physical  rather than 
cerebra l response of the spectator.  This impl ies that the damage done 
to the body can be felt  by the spectator on their own bod ies,  
suggest ing that the effects of cr ime – vict imisat ion – can be engaged 
with physical ly.   

(34)  What is interest ing about th is last point is that th is embodied 
experience with the vict ims has been theorised in relat ion to the 
female invest igator. Heather Nunn and Anita  Biressi  describe a moment 
when Sam Ryan (Amanda Burton)  is moved to tears in an episode of 
Si lent Witness: 

The camera cuts between this imagery and close-ups of 
Ryan’s face as she watches the f ilm, f i rst stunned and then 
moved to tears. Here,  the ro le of w itness is partly that of 
bodi ly registering of another’s pa in.  The physical i ty of th is 



response is signa lled,  albeit inadequately,  in the phrase 
“ref lex of tears”,  which John Langer uses to describe the way 
in which a bystander to some terrib le event “becomes the 
bearer of the emotiona l p layload of a  story”.  (Nunn and 
Biressi 2003: 197-198) 

The physica l  response in Si lent Witness is that of tears – a feminine 
reaction by a woman who is a llowed and meant to feel  for others.  It  
suggests that this form of witnessing,  the emotiona l registering of 
someone else’s pain,  is essent ial ly connected to feminin ity.  Although in 
Crime Scene Investigat ion,  this w itnessing is not connected to tears 
but to a  more general  movement of the body, i t  yet funct ions to 
emphasise the suffering of the vict im and is therefore connected to a  
similar feeling for others.  In other words:  i t  is, l ike the tears in Silent 
Witness,  an embodied empathy. Whi le in Si lent Witness ,  this empathy 
was felt  by the invest igator,  in Crime Scene Investigat ion  i t  is 
performed by the spectators,  suggest ing that the series creates a 
viewing posit ion that is at least at t imes – in moments when the body 
is d iscovered or muti la ted,  in the CSI-shot – feminine.  It  is important 
to note,  however,  that it  is not the only viewing posit ion the series 
offers:  there is a lso the distanced scient if ic gaze in the autopsy scenes 
which,  as a  medica l  gaze,  has trad itiona lly been gendered masculine 
(Jacobus, Fox Kel ler and Shutt leworth 1990).  Rather than one gaze 
dominat ing the other,  I  would  argue that they inform each other,  one 
gaze provid ing scienti f ic knowledge which is only complete when it  is 
complemented by the embodied knowledge of the other:  the medical  
gaze tel ls us what happened to the vict im while the CSI-shot g ives an 
ind icat ion of how pa inful  it  was. 

(35)  Crime Scene Investigat ion,  therefore,  presents another cha l lenge 
to the genre in its move away from purely mascul ine perspect ives 
(Munt 1994) to an approach to crime that can at least sometimes 
include a feminine perspect ive.  As Hal lam (2005) and Jermyn (2003) 
both h ighlight,  th is perspective seems essential ly connected to forensic 
detai l.  By depicting the body as abject even after the investigat ion 
apparently sanitises i t,  Crime Scene Invest igation  continues th is 
tradit ion that a llows for the more feminine perspective of embodied 
empathy. 

 

Note 1:  The argument is also made by Jul ia  Ha l lam (2005, p.86)  who 
further highlights how in Prime Suspect  th is emphasis on forensic 
detai l  is connected to the invest igation through women. 
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