


Here is an interesfing parallel: Man Ray’s Etoile de mer,
Barbara Rubin’s Christmas on Earth, Carolee Schneemann’s
Fuses, Stan Brakhage's Dog Star Man Part lll, and Carl
Brown’s Air Cries, “Empty Water” are all films that thematize
human'’s erotic impulse, and the filmmakers of each of them
has treated the surface of the film in some way that marks it
with spots, complex lines, or tints. These surface events relate
to the erotics that form the films’ thematics. So the question,
“What explains this complicity of desire with this sort of plas-
ficity?” imposes itself upon us.

The modernist’s answer is ready to hand and critics have
discussed Fuses in this way. It explains that the frame-by-
frame variation in the marks on the film’s surface foregrounds
the basis of film’s illusion of motion by deconstructing it while
the obliteration of parts of the image distances the viewer,
forbidding her any pleasure deriving from the illusory confent
so as fo create the conditions under which she might accede
fo the greafer (i.e. truer) pleasures deriving from the work’s
actual material form.

The explanafion is inadequate, for several reasons, but
principally because it conceives the relation between the sur-
face events and the image as simply negative—the surface
events obscure the image and thereby reduce their lure. The
relation between the two is more complex and cannot be
reduced to simple negativity.

The following consideration reveals just how complex the
relation is. We might admit, with the modernist, that the sur-
face events appear, at least prima facie, o be radically het-
erogeneous fo the image and of such a nature that they can-
not be reduced to meaning using the same methods that we
use to decipher the image. Unlike the image, the surface
events seem to lack determinate form. Consequently, they
cannot be brought under a concept, and so their structures
cannot be transformed into significance. Paul Valéry noted,
“there are things—colours, masses, outlines volumes—which
have only, so to speak, an existence; they can only be
apprehended, not comprehended, by us; we cannot reduce
them fo a single law, deduce their whole from an analysis of
their parts, or reconstruct from a process of reasoning.” So it

is with these surface events: because they lack cognitive
import, our response to them is purely aesthefic. Because they
cannot be fitted into the panoply of the concept, they are as
nothing—a principle of negativity, not positivity, seemingly
not anything, a form of nonexistence. That is, they are
as death.

So far, we can assent to the modernist's notion that the
relation between the image and the surface event is a nega-
tive relation. Other considerations militate against our con-
senfing to what it proposes. Although the surface events seem
heterogeneous to the image’s regime of meaning, in many
cases at least, they derive from, and reinforce, the image's
structure, the very gound of its meaning. This is true of all the
cited examples but especially of Air Cries, “Empty Water.” In
Brown's film, the tonal or chromatic gradations of the image
often determine where the surface events will arise. As often
as obliterating or obscuring aspects of the image’s structure,
the surface events enhance the image’s structure. In all the
films cited, the surface events thicken the referential signifier
and give it greater body—hence, they a positive, not nega-
tive, relation to the image.

Furthermore, the surface events are incompletely regulat-
ed and so have an aspect of the infinite; like flesh (and they
do seem to belong the skin of film), they belong to an order
of the sensible that resists being reduced to parts and so to
significations. They are events which impossibly seem fo lack
a subject or an object; they are characterized by free mobility
and a seeming indifference to reality, unconstrained by spa-
tial or temporal sequence, incessant in the sense of having no
purpose as their end, unanchored inasmuch as they lack a
specific origin and therefore nearly hallucinatory and occupy-
ing @ non-space, dispersed and disruptive. In sum, their ani-
mation seems to show the activity of desire insofar as desire is
a force of pleasure that does not necessarily respond to a
need—a self-proposing principle that does not rely on any-
thing but itself for its existence. The inferaction between the
representational forms and the surface events remind us that
the charge that we receive from any representational form
comes from a discharge in another order than the



representational.

They provoke the libido, and so are active and positive
in relation to the image. Yet this provocation is blocked
together with another to form in @ real yet seemingly impossi-
ble unity. The surface events are also materially inconstant,
dispersed in process and therefore beyond accommodation
either by the reality or by the pleasure principle. Thus, they
provoke another mental principle, the death instinct. Those
properties of the surface events which are opposed to the
libido nonetheless coexist with qualities that are utterly
libidinous .

The surface events are also traces of energy that displace
whatever can be represented in favour of something that can-
not be shown. As having to do with energy, they are on the
side of the libido. Yet they are only traces, marks of what
cannot be shown and therefore nonexistent, and so are on
the side of the death instinct. Furthermore, as unregulated

“and unbound, they testify to an underlying activity of desire
and, like all unbound desire, they give evidence of entropy,
degeneration, and death. Thus, while evidencing the acfivity
of desire, they also call forth desire’s opposite, that which
leads to the extinction of desire.

In all the films mentioned above, and most apparently in
Carl Brown’s Air Cries, “Empty Water” and Carolee
Schneemann’s Fuses, there is extensive use of repefition—in
the form of loops, of repeated actions, of image content that
recurs with only slight variation. Freud pointed out that repeti-
tion can serve the function of binding (Bindung) and so help
to produce a unified form, that of the ego, that maintains rel-
atively constant forms for what would otherwise be free flow
of energy. And what would the free flow of energy that is
pleasure be? Nothing other than entropy. And what is
entropy but dispersion, the end towards which the death
instinct aims? Freud pointed out that there exists a sort of
repetition that, as a form of unconscious resistance, is a threat
to ego coherence, for it tends beyond the pleasure principle
to absolute dispersal and discharge, beyond eros to
thanatos itself.

But every cinematic representation worthy of inferest is a

regime of disciplined repefitions that fold diversity back into
identity. The pleasure we take in balance, motif, metre, even
rhythm and rhyme is pleasure in the reappearance of the
same. The variation of “the same” in asymmetrical balance,
in the development of a motif, in syncopation, or in rhythm
and rhyme is simply a fensional factor that increases the plea-
sure we fake in discovering “the same” within difference.
Narrative operates by creating a well- structured, highly
coordinated order, then allowing an intrusive force to disrupt
the order, and finally reestablishing an order similar to that
the prevailed af the outset, but either with the protagonist fri-
umphant (comedy) or not (fragedy.)

The return of the same depends on containing, or even
eliminating, aberrant movements and the useless expenditure
of difference in pure consumption. Pleasure which involves
the return of the same (i.e., which involves the reappearance
of structured groups and integrated unities) is the work of
Eros. There is, however, a kind of repetition, in which similar,
but non-identical figures appear ceaselessly, without ever
consolidating into highly structured, unified groups. This
incessant action spills the libido beyond itself, forces the
libido outside the whole that is constituted by the immobiliz-
ing regime of the image-form, beyond the whole. This sur-
plus of energy occurs at the expense of the whole, and even
at the cost of the ruin of the whole. The force that drives this
form of repetition is the decth instinct. And though this form
of repetition is on the side of Thanatos, the intensity of its ani-
mation can provoke Eros’ delight.

The “good form” established by the image’s regime of
representation is on the side of unicity, determination, struc-
turation of time, that is to say, on the side of the Symbolic.
The surface events, on the other hand, lack “good form” for
they are characterized by variety, diversity, difference and
multiplicity and so belong on the side of the Imaginary. That
the Symbolic is a discursive order, an order of discipline and
control, while the Imaginary is the realm of perception con-
firms Valéry’s statement given above. The surface events
appear on the side of pure pleasure, that is life, while the
image’s regime seems on the side of stasis, that is, death.



However, we can invert this relation between the image
and the surface events by considering that the Imaginary is
the process of identification, merger, of pleasure through
“I'object petit a [among other things, an obiject with only a lit-
fle otherness]” and, consequently, of loss of self while the
image appears to be on the side of the maintenance of order,
and so life. Furthermore, the surface events seem to be on the
side of diversity and dispersal in purposeless consumption,
and so on the side of death. What just above we discovered
on the side of Eros has now faken the part of Thanatos and
what we just discovered was on the side of Thanatos has now
taken Eros’ part. Eros and Thanatos cannot be disintricated in
this drive to have the same reappear within difference.
Despite their opposition, Eros and Thanatos are blocked
together in these films as incommensurable compossibles, just
as the impossibly coexistent realms of the Imaginary and the
Symbolic are.

Furthermore, photography creates immutability as it
arrests time. It does violence to our experience of both
change and duration. When the subject of the photograph is
a person, taking the photograph marks a point of rupture
beyond which the subject that we see can no longer see us. A
trace of time, a mark of time's absence is inscribed in the
immobility of the individual photogram. Thus, photography
seems a deathly activity. Film seems, at first, altogether differ-
ent, for film comes into existence at the very instant when the
stasis of the individual photogram becomes movement.
Motion creates the effect of presence. However, the incessant,
frame-by-frame variations in the surface events in the films
under discussion contrasts with the near immobility of either
the image or its content; this opposition relates two bodies
that seem impossible to fuse, the atemporal (i.e., deathly)
body of the immobilized photogram and the temporal (i.e.,
animated) body of the surface events that, by reason of their
frame-to-frame variation, seem to undergo change.

This blocking together is a condition of all cinematic
works. Normally it results in a complete, fused unity. In all the
works cited, the two bodies are separated into different ele-
ments—the one into images that are nearly static (or repre-

sent nearly static proflimic content) and the other into the sur-
face events that alter frame-by-frame. Because the surface
events are not consolidated into any completely resolved
unity, they represent dispersal, entropy and thus death; how-
ever, when blocked together with nearly static photograph
images they become a principle of animation, of life. The
défilement of incessant unregulated variation creates anima-
tion (life) and so takes on qualities that cannot, but do, coexist
with any entropic system. Thus, that which seemed on the side
of Eros now seems fo have taken the part of Thanatos.

Still, the segregation of motion in the surface events and
stasis (or near stasis) in the image-form, and the unusually
large contrast between the the stafic image-structure and the
dynamic frame-by-frame variations that characterize these
films, heightens the tension between the two aspects and
makes the incredible fact of their coexistence in a fused unity
so much more fascinating. Because the surface events change
continually, are unregulated and unbound, they seem to
belong to the atemporal order of desire. As atemporal, they
are eternal, just as events are for the primary process. Yet
they are disintegrative, disruptive, and deregulated; they give
evidence of entropy. They belong to the order of change, dis-
persal, disruption, while the nearly static images belong to
the order of order, coherence, form, unity. In this impossible
but actual blocking together of elements, the image and the
surface events take on characteristics that seem incompatible
with their essential nature.

Furthermore, photography makes it possible for that
which it kills off by rendering it atemporal fo reappear as a
revenant. In creating the paradoxical time that is at once past
and present, photography renders temporal succession unim-
portant. The subject of the photograph is made timeless, eter-
nal, never-endingly present. It prolongs the life of the real.
However, it does so only at the expense of actual being. By
rendering its subject immobile, a photograph creates the con-
ditions for its subject fo continue beyond the present, into the
future. But it prolongs and gives further life to its subject only
by submitting it the rule of immobility. Stasis in film is a form
of prolongation—it extends the subject's duration and exis-



fence at the same time it consigns the subject fo immobility.

Conversely, the incessant difference among the surface
events, the very principle of their animation, condemns every
one of them in succession. No “good order,” no structured
unity absorbs their disintegrative potential. Moreover, the
activity established through the screening of the successive
differences between surface events is only illusory and can
never really overcome their disintegrative potential. And what
does the incessant motion screen? Only the “death work” of
photography that constantly reasserts its ghostly endeavour.
As it is with the image, so it is with the surface events—what
we discovered on the side of Thanatos turns out also to take
Eros’ part.

Too, the surface events, as nonrepresentational, lack any
referential origin and so they seem atemporal, eternal, on
the side of life against death. Because they are timeless and
nonreferential they can be endlessly and identically repeated,
unlike the subjects of the photograph. Every photograph is
condemned by its being deictic, but the surface’s events lack
any trace of indexicality. Or so they present themselves from
to one vantage-point. But we remember, oo, that the endless
repetition of the self-identical, that necessary feature of non-
deictic forms, is the form of death instinct.

Like a moebius strip, then, the image turns into the sur-
face event that turns back into image, as eros is transformed
into thanatos and thanatos into eros. These transformations
cannot be conceptualized and stated discursively, for mean-
ing depends upon signs and signs depend upon distinctions
and separations and what we have here is fusion in form of
coincidentia oppositorum.

—R. Bruce Elder.

R. Bruce Elder is the author of Image & Identity:
Reflections on Canadian Film and Culture, a widely studied
text on Canadian art and Canadian avant-garde cinema. He
is also the author of articles on dance, electronic music, com-
puter programming, and a frequent contributor to The
Literary Review of Canada, primarily on political philosophy
and social theory. He just finished a manuscript entitled

Embodied Poetics: The Recent Film

and Poetry and is now studying towards a degree

Body in
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R. Bruce Elder has worked since 1975 on The Book of
All the Dead, a 42-hour long film cycle composed of twenty-
three parts, the final section of which is now being at the con-
former’s. He has had career retrospectives at The Art Gallery
of Ontario, The Cinématheque Québécoise, and Anthology
Film Archives who claimed that he is “unquestionably the
most important North American avant-garde filmmaker to
emerge in the eighties.” He has also had solo screenings at
Musee de I'art contemporain in Paris, at The Museum of
Modern Art in New York, the San Francisco Cinematheque,
Kino Arsenal in Berlin, and many other centres in North
America and Europe.

The relentless dynamic of forward mofion inherent in film, the
continuous oscillations and shifting densities in Carl's techniques, cre-
ate a question for the sound-track: do | run that course at break-neck
speed? I've weaved in and out of that lane more than a few times in
previous collaborations. Set cruise control at 24 clicks per, establish a
rhythmic relation, and then tone it with a sequence of alternating lay-
ers (see and hear Carl's Re-Entry, reel 2). This time, for Misery Loves
Company, we arrive at a different point of departure.

When Carl and | have worked together, we have used a
method, that is perhaps based on a “classic” post-modern model, the
instinctual logic of juxtaposition. When it works, and if | may say so,
it has, there is in it very litfle that resembles chance. Whenever we
happen to be in our work, considered independently, whatever the
next move is for Carl as a filmmaker, and me, as a composer, that's
the basis for combination and the source of reciprocity at that time.
Many lines run parallel, but in the over-all perspective there are two
vanishing points.

So here is where | was then: | wanted to explore fragmentation,
through a slowly developed sequence of non sequiturs, no underlying
formal unity, a series of independent gestures, disjunctively combined,
usually by abrupt cuts and sometimes breaks (allowing the hiss of the
optical track to emerge through the openings). | sampled and
processed various sound sources: music recordings, “field” recordings
and stuff that | did with guitar feedback and synthesizer. Often | com-
bined only a few elements to create a static space for a period of time
by sustaining a continuous flow with little fluctuation, or by a repeated



N O R T H E R N

CEPA Gallery presents Northern Exposures, a spe-
cial series of recent Canadian experimental films
on five Saturdays in the winter and spring of
1994, Twelve filmmakers will be featured and
many will be present to discuss their work. The
series was curated by CEPA Gallery’s Film Curator
Lawrence F. Brose. The series is co-sponsored by
the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, and will be held in
their auditorium at 1285 Elmwood Avenue,
Buffalo, New York.

Northern Exposures is made possible by support
from New York State Council on the Arts,
Electronic Media and Film Program; the Canadian
Consulate, Buffalo Office; Canadian Filmmakers
Distrubution Centre; Film/Video Arts; CEPA
Gallery Film Program, Albright-Knox Art Gallery
and Alternative Images. Northern Exposures will
travel to the International Center for Photography
at the George Eastman House, Rochester, NY in
April 1994.
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E X P O S U R E S

NORTHERN EXPOSURES

RECENT CANADIAN EXPERIMENTAL FILM

FILMMAKER CARL BROWN

SATURDAY JANUARY 29, 1994, 8PM

United States premiere of

Air Cries, “Empty Water” Parts 1 and 2+1993)
120 minutes

Part 1: Misery Loves Company

Part 2: The Red Thread

FILMMAKER BRUCE ELDER
SATURDAY FEBRUARY 19, 1994, 8PM
Exaltations: In Light of Great Giving {1993) 100 minutes

AN EVENING OF SHORT FILMS
SATURDAY MARCH 12, 1994, 8PM
Intreduced by filmmaker Gary Popovich:

Visions ......c..ccooeeniiieiennn......Gariné Torossian 1992
Warm .o ieenans Wirk Mead 1992
Understanding Science ............ Dirk DeBruyn 1993
Human On My Faithless Arm ..... Valerie Tereszko 1987
CUrrent s Fis i Dl R Ellie Epp 1982

You Take Care Now ......ccc.c...... Ann Marie Fleming 1989
Archaeology of Memory........... Gary Popovich 1992
Bricalageairannainsasamd David Rimmer 1984

Total running time 85 minutes

FILMMAKER BARBARA STERNBERG
SATURDAY APRIL 9, 1994, 8FPM
Transitions (1982) 10 minutes

Through and Through (19921) 60 minutes

FILMMAKER MICHAEL HOOLBOOM
SATURDAY APRIL 30, 1994, 8PM

United States premiere:

Kanada (1993) 65 minutes





