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Time rr, 0n Dit

.Black and white painting on film
by Stan Brakhage.

The ilature of lmage

by Stan Brakhage

ln early June of 1998, Bruce Elder sent me the following descriptive notes

0n, and concepts derived from, his extraordinary philosophical films,

extending a debate we've enjoyed for over a decade now (see my article

on Elder's films in Musrcwonrs 58). My reply follows Bruce's text.

On Picture (for Stan Brakhage): Note on Et resurrectus est

Whence this resurrection? The closing images of Burying the Dead (into the Light)

[the film preceding Et resuruectus esl in Elder's multi-film cycle, The Book of All
the Dead) make it clear-not from the realm of darkness, but from the realm whose

luminosity renders all things obscure.
Nonetheless, The Book of All the Dead as a whole is a nikuia, though the

Underworld it offers is not, as Homer's is, and as Dante's at first is, a voyage to a
city of terrible night. But it is a trip to the land of shades, to the unreal city inhabit-
ed by those who were once women and men ("omo gid fui").

Imagine all things made to be nothing. What would then be left? Not a pure neg-

ativity, but an indeterminateness that retains a measure of positivity. A present

absence. Is this absence, this nothing, an imaginative projection; an external
absolute; be-ing itself, anterior to all beings? It is not possible to determine. This
much only we know: though there is in this universal nothing no (individual) thing
at all, this nothing is not without be-ing.Though indefinite, it nonetheless is. It is not
thought. It summons no words; indeed, it deranges discourse. For it disturbs, like a

miscreant that threatens to return, particularized, anywhere and everywhere. This
nothing is not weightless; on the contrary as a fluidity of forces, as an atmospher-

ic pressure, it exerts pressure everywhere, and always differently.
But if the underworld is a world not of things, but of what is anterior to anything

definite, why use images, which, after all, are representations of definite things? It
is because an image's ontology bears evidence, through a sort of inversion, of be-

ing's ontogenetic capacities. For an image comes into evidence as the double of
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object in the very act of the object's withdrawing. This is the very
meaning of representation: an image is the appearance that an

object leaves behind as it departs.
The tendency to think of words and images as essentially alike

since both belong to the genus of representations has pernicious
effects. An image differs from a word (at least most words) inso-
far as it refers through resemblance, and resemblance confers on
the referring object a density of its own. The unique phenomenol-
ogy of resemblance is evidence in those occasional moments
when word's reference is achieved through its likeness to what it
represents, in those occasional moments we call "onomatopoeia."
In instances of onomatopoeia, the referring tokens thicken with
the presence of the (absent) other they represent-we say "the
murmuring brook" and the word "murmuring" takes on a gravity,
a weightiness, a substantiality profoundly different from that of
the noun it qualifies. This substantiality arrests the mind, makes it
take the referring item as an object in and for itself.

An image is like an onomatopoeic conshuction by reason of its
possessing the substantiality of be-ing. An image is not a trans-
parent medium that our mind passes though on its way to appre-
hending the object the image refers to. An image is actually the
double of the object-the ghost of departed objects one might say
(pace Bishop Berkeley). In creating its own double, which it high-
lights through the kenosis of its withdrawing, an object indicates
the ontogenesis of its own be-ing. It does this through the image,
for an image presents, through a process of inversion, an archae-
ology of particular existents.

Every image, then, speaks of origins, of beginnings, of an

arche that is too luminous to be apprehended. Every image is an

evidence of fecundity. For every image belongs to another order
entirely different than that to which ordinary existents belong.
Husserl is correct to point out that all conscious acts involve con-
sciousness of something. What then can we make of this aware-
ness which is not of anything definite, anything concrete, anything
that definitely is? It is not really consciousness of something, but
simply the awareness that nothing also is, the awareness that noth-
ing is not without being. As it is on the side of the object, so on
the side of the subject--;just as there is no distinguishable object
of knowledge, so there is no definite knowing subject. There is, in
fact, only a universality of a noetic process anterior not just to the
formation of a definite subject but even to the division between

subject and object.
In order to acknowledge its primacy, let us call that awareness

which is anterior not just to the formation of a definite subject but
even to the division between subject and object, "thinking." All
thinking is a revelation of a transcendent be-ing, and itself is, in its
ownmost be-ing, a transcendence of the given (as an object of
awareness). I claim that, insofar as an image is a leaving of be-ing,
any form of awareness that takes an image as its object (and most
forms of awareness do) shares something of thinking's essential

nature; hence the dimension of transcendence pertains to all
images.

Because an image belongs to a transcendent order, it can seem

so terrible. But there is more to its teruibild.' because the image
reveals the substantiality, the weightiness of nothing, it reminds us

that the other side of be-ing is not non-existence. It terrifies us

with the prospect that seems so to have haunted the vast majority
of pre-modem people (and which Dante's Commedia allegorizes),
that our passing out of existence will not be an utter annihilation.
Images, as the leavings of beings (objects), testify that to pass

beyond is not really to go out of existence, that everything that is,

really is foreveq that for be-ing there is no end-game. Film's char-
acter as midden speaks to this condition.

An image also reveals the origins of time. A particular existent
reveals itself only in the mode of presentational immediacy (in the
vernacular, not the Whiteheadian sense). But an image always
speaks of what has departed and what is pending-of the depart-
ed because it is appearance that is left after the object has depart-
ed, and of the pending because every image summons what it
might become: the tablets are forever about to slip from the pres-

sure of Moses'right elbow (or not to slip-we do not know which,
for the future rs unknowable). The ontology of the future, like the
ontology of the image, is that of pressure-a force, an atmos-
phere-exerted by something that has no be-ing; it is that of
absent presence. Images shatter the consolidated presence of focal
awareness and, by animating thinking, introduce the realms of the
"has been" and the "yet to be" into our spiritual life. Images, by
their association with thinking, introduce the Otherness of what
has been and what is yet to be into consciousness; but they do so

not as something that is, but as pressure emanating in that which
has no existence.

Every image, because it speaks oforigins, ofbeginnings, ofan
arche that is too luminous to be apprehended, and because it is an

evidence of fecundity, has a proper association with nakedness.

But the relation of imagery's essential character with the nude
body is more profound than this. Nudity makes us aware of the
wisdom of modesty, which has its ground in the fact that our be-
ing is refractory to the light of analytic reason and available only
to the super-rational understanding of the care that human be-ing
willingly solicits (a solicitation nudity renders more compelling).
Nudity teaches us that our ordinary metaphorical system of his-
torically based rumination that privileges light over darkness is
wrong: the strange intimacy of darkness that relates us to some-

thing we cannot apprehend makes darkness higher than light.
Nudity flees the light, as be-ing slips away from the light of rea-

son. Like nudity, be-ing seeks darkness as the condition for reveal-
ing itself. What is revealed by the modesty that nudity desires is

that the Other is constituted in mystery; and just as every image of
a nude person discloses the essential nature ofimagery by its con-
cern with fecundity, so every image of a nude discloses the nature
of imagery, for the subject of every image withdraws into the
modesty of non-disclosure even while it assigns to a double the
role of disclosure. The image of the nude, like every image, com-
presses the absence of what it depicts into a material force appre-
hensible by a sensibility.

An image of a nude body informs us, too, that our being is not
external, and so is not apprehensible by the senses either. The
image of a nude person offers paradigmatic proof of the non-rec-
iprocal character of relation that obtains not just between repre-

sentation and its object but even between visiblity and being-
proof that just as objects give us knowledge of representations,
representations do not afford knowledge of objects, so too, while
be-ing produces visibility, visibility affords no understanding of
be-ing (since the object withdraws from representation, just as be-

ing withdraws from visibility). That the frankness and explicitness
of nudity conceal be-ing confirms as well that mystery is essential
to the constitution of the alterity (othemess) of the Other.

A nude implores us to caress, but a caress acknowledges that
we cannot close the divide across which the Other resides. In
caressing, or in imagining caressing, we acknowledge that erotic
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relations are not really reciprocal relations as our sense ofjustice
would have us believe. Caresses tell us that eros is bound into an

unintelligible, unfathomable condition (and so a condition that
cannot be reduced to signification), for they teIl us that our most
profound, most creative ("self making") relationships are to a
being that not only is totally separate, but belongs to a different
realm altogether. They tell us, then, that we are most deeply linked
to what withdraws from us.

So profound is the gulf that separates us from the beings with
which we form our most profound and most intimate relation-
ships, that our be-ing and that of the be-ing which, in soliciting us

creates us, belong to different orders of time. The status of the
image makes this known to us as well, for, just as an image elicits
expectation, so awareness of the Other (an awareness that, like all
sensory experience, belongs wholly to the immediate present)

solicits a longing to give care that belongs wholly to the future.
This longing is evoked not simply by the Other's voluptuousness
(though it may be); rather the longing arises from all that separates

me from the Other. The Other, speaking to me in the present, but
from the future, constitutes the ground of time as process. What
delights us in the erotic relation, and in the caress, is the tension
(and so, anticipation) involved in sensing a relation sufficiently
deep to constitute our identity, yet not reducible to an identity.

But this is also the pathos of eros. For just as the image arous-
es a desire that it can never satisfy (insofar as it can never allow
us to enter into and become a part of the world it depicts), so too
the Other elicits a dream of merging that can never be made real.
The future cannot be made present.

We long to caress a nude not to establish with him or her a rec-
iprocal relation, but to acknowledge that the alterity (otherness) of
the other is not absolute. A caress acknowledges that even though
the Other withdraws, what alterity leaves behind is not simply
nothingness. It leaves behind a palpable absence (indeed, the
image of the nude makes evident the extraordinary palpability of
what has withdrawn into absence) that is hope, that is time, that is
the very essence of alterity-the absence of representation that
transcends representation. Be-ing is at once exposed and hidden to
eros, jttst as one withdraws from a caress even in the act of giving
oneself to it. A caress explores be-ing-as that what which
remains elusive, that which cannot be grasped, that cannot be
reduced to reciprocity. A caress acknowledges that the goal of
desire, the desire to make two flesh one, cannot be achieved; but
it also reveals that eros has a higher goal, one that belongs to the
realm of mystery. In these ways, an image belongs to the realm of
the caress; and it is no poorer a thing than is a caress. An image,
like a caress, reminds us that what is seen is never what shows
itself. Both revel in the power of withdrawal to make present, and
to make the present in its relation to the past and future. This
power to bind is a potential for the truths we call religion.

-Bruce 
Elder

Dear Bruce,

The word "image" has, for me (i.e., this is personai) the immedi-
ate connotation of the three wise men-the "mages" so to speak,

plus the intrusion of "I" (that greek pillar we each and all share so

personally) ... yes, the intrusion of "I." "Image" (or "imagina-
tion") is altogether distinct from "picture"-"a set of nameable

shapes framed," as I define picture; which is also, for me a pic't-
tour... i.e., stacked deck, thus framed in the legal sense: the
shapes in a picture each bear false witness ofits source ("This is
not a pipe," as Magritte had it, with reference to his drawn pipe-
shape).

I don't understand, Bruce, how you get from your "nothing"
to "being." Is this another trick of semantics? I always said
you'd inevitably win the argument between us about whether or
not "thought" was possible without "words," because "thought"
is a word; but still, I continue to experience streams of sensation
preclusive of language altogether. I can't express it (even with
the term "ineffable," which also is a word) because "experi-
ence," "streams," etc., are spells of language at best, absolute
definitions, framed, composed, beyond the purely visual phe-
nomenon.

I very much respond to your "an image belongs to the realm
of the caress," for I sense imagery as prime source of wisdom,
which I've alwaysfelt as a dance, i.e., reciprocal exchanges in the
thrall of experience ... not that orle is impressed (as one can be

by "picture") but that one is "called upon" to respond, to be cor-
respondant, as it were. As I shy away from any definitions of
"resthetic communication," I tend to locate the esthetic experi-
ence somewhere amidst this enthralling exchange that
imagery/caress implies to me. (You may remember that much of
my filmmaking has included sections of blank colour interspersed
with black leader, and that the tones of colour those sections
resthetically depended on presumed fairly exact shifts of colour
retention [optic feedback] tones only in the eyes of the average

viewer ... much as the composer Carl Ruggles wrote piano
sonatas primarily dependent upon overtones in thematic evolu-
tion).

I do not, however, think of the above possibilities as "power to
bind," but rather the opposite-i.e., that "imagery" (as a concept)
leaves the viewer more reciprocally free than is possible with
"picture"; the more re-presentation that a set of visibles become,
the less esthetic their possibilities. It is "picture" as reference,

symbol, and sign which "binds bacK'-as in the etymology of
"religio," "religion" ("to bind together")-and which fixes reci-
procity as communal rite.
Blessings, Stan

A llote lrom the Editors
With this column, filmmaker Stan Brakhage concludes his "Time ,.. on

dit" feature in MusrcwoRxs. The series began early in 1990, with a column

on time and film in issue No. 45, and continued with further writing about

film and its relation to the other arts. Film and music both share the ele-

ment of time, hence the column's title "Time ... on dit." After a decade of

writing regularly for MusrcwoRKs, Stan, who never forces any creative

activity-film or writing-has come to the end of the series, n0 longer

feeling the inspiration to write. In addition to his teaching duties at the

University of Colorado, Stan will be devoting his energy to a new series

of hand-painted film works, a kind of musicforthe eyes. We are proud of

Musrcwonrs' long relationship with him and, along with our readers, wish

him well in his future endeavours.

To those interested in Stan's films, we recommend a new book by R.

Bruce Elder, The Films of Stan Brakhage in the American Tradition of Ezra

Pound, Gerirude Stein, and Charles Olson (Kingston: Wilfrid Laurier

Press, 1999), which discusses Stan's work in relation to literature.
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