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Résumé: Alors que plusieurs critiques ont reconnu que Faust de Goethe fut une inspi-
ration importante pour la tétralogie de Stan Brakhage, « Faust Series », peu ont signalé
linfluence de I'opéra Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights de Gertrude Stein. Une analyse
des paralléles entre I'opéra de Stein et la série de Brakhage (et des différences entre
celles-ci et la célebre pigce de Goethe) démontre que Doctor Faust Lights the Lights
fut au moins aussi essentiel dans la conception de « Faust Series » que I'ceuvre de
Goethe. Cette analyse illumine aussi les liens entre les quatre films de la série.

Moderns generally experience the internally sensed self—the self of intense
energy and sensations—as a refuge, as the external world collapses into
nothing.! The idea that the intensity of imagination (the vivacity of the manifold
of consciousness) brakes the fall into the abyss of nothingness is fundamental to
Stan Brakhage’s aesthetics. Brakhage combined these ideas about the self and
identity with some of the literary influences that bear on his ceuvre in a remark-
able series of films he made in the late 1980s, based on Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe’s presentation of the Faust legend.?

Like Brakhage, Goethe was deeply interested in the phantasmagoria of the
imagination. A “Dedication” at the beginning of the play states,

Ihr naht euch wieder, schwankende Gestalten,

Die friih sich einst dem triiben Blick gezeigt.

Versuch ich wolh, euch diesmal festzuhalten?

Fiihl ich mein Herz noch jenem Wahn geneigt?

Ihr drédngt euch zu! Nun gut so mégt ihr walten,

Wie ihr aus Dunst and Nebel um mich steight;

Mein Busen fiihlt sich jugendlich erschiittert

Vom Zauberhauch, der euren Zug umwittert.

[Once again, you draw near, wavering shapes,/ from the past in which you
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first appeared to clouded eyes./ Shall I try this time to hold you fast?/ Do 1
feel my heart still inclined toward that illusion?/ You push yourselves for-
ward! All right, have it your way./ As you climb out of vapours and fog, / My
breast feels itself trembling in a youthful manner/ from the breath of magic
that hovers round your train.?]

This suggestion that the characters in the drama are forms in the author’s mind
would have appealed to Brakhage, as would the phantasmagoric, discontinuous,
subjective temporality of the play that embodied these forms. Goethe explained
that when he first sat down to write Faust, a hundred-fold motley, sensuous
impressions came to him. The beginning of Brakhage’s Faust also seems to pre-
sent a hundred-fold motley impressions, so we may assume that his creative
endeavour began in a similar vein to Goethe’s—and that his Faust films depict
aspects of his creative process.

Several other reasons might be given for why Goethe’s Faust attracted
Brakhage’s attention. Despairing over circumstances is a tendency the two artists
share: Brakhage would have sympathized with the sentiments Goethe’s Faust
voices in his first major monologue:

Auch hab ich weder Gut noch Geld,
Noch Ehr und Herrlichkeit der Welt.
Es mdchte kein Hund so lager leben!
[And also, I have neither holdings nor money,/ nor honour or worldly glory,/
1 wouldn’t wish that a dog would go on living so! (Faust, L, i, “Nacht,” 21-3: 374-6)]

Goethe’s Faust is alienated both from his contemporary world and the world
of classical antiquity. By the mid-1980s, this is exactly the situation Brakhage felt
himself in—he despaired that tradition was no longer a vital force that could
spur artists to new achievement and had concluded that contemporary America
failed to nourish the creative imagination. He might also have been self-critical
regarding such feelings, realizing, as Goethe’s character did that, “Drum [hat er
sich] der Magie ergeben [that’s why (he’d) given (himself) over to magic.”
(Faust, 1, i, “Nacht,” 24: 377)]

Goethe’s Faust depicts a world pervaded by omnipresent evil. If there is any-
thing that might rescue Faust from evil, it is love. But Goethe, oo, learned early
the lesson that many since have come to understand: that eros cannot sustain
the burden assigned to it. Nor did he flinch from the horrible conclusion: that
evil is everywhere, that nothing has the power to oppose it, that Jove’s impotence
gives this world over to the devil. Further, Goethe’s Faust revolves around
the learned man’s seduction of the seamstress Margareta/Gretchen, while
Brakhage’s Faust Series was made shortly after Confession, which shows that
Brakhage had had an affair that began prior to the breakup of his marriage to
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Jane Collum and continued after the couple split apart. In the nearly thirty years
of their marriage, he and Jane had raised five children together, and she had
become a central figure of his films—the portrait of her that his body of work
provides is unique in the cinema, for it is as individuated as Rembrandt’s of
Saskia. The breakup, the result of many pressures, sent the artist into a crisis, and
among the questions he began to ask was one that bedevilled Moliére’s Don
Juan: whether the passions do not require the freedom to love whomever one
would—and the attendant, despair-inducing (and very Faustian) conundrum,
whether, if a man’s passion becomes a law onto itself, if he needs nothing other
than what he wakens to everyday, whether he is not fated to find himself trapped
in the Hell of his own solitude.* The first three parts of Brakhage’s Faust Series
are characterized by a peculiar lassitude, such that one conjectures that the affair
left Brakhage feeling that love cannot prevail against evil, and so is worthless.

Brakhage held strong beliefs about the intuitive knowledge that artists pos-
sess (including topics that border on magic). Brakhage had propounded the
Romantic belief that creation is a divine process. Before making his Faust Series,
he had entered a period of upheaval in his life; perhaps like Faust, these con-
vulsions led him to despair over his commitment to that higher knowledge
which is art—the fourth film in the series makes clear he had begun to ques-
tion whether engaging in creative work was not a form of rivalry with God or
an effort to know secrets that only God should know. Goethe’s Faust was in a sim-
ilar state. Mephistopheles’ introductory description of Faust states,

Vom Himmel fordert er die schénsten Sterne

Und von der Erde jede héchste Lust,

Und alle Ndh und alle Ferne

Befriedigt nicht die tiefbewegte Brust.

[He demands heaven’s prettiest star/ And from the earth, each highest plea-
sure,/ And nothing near and nothing far away/ Can still the deeply restless
breast. (Faust, I, “Prolog im Himmel,” 75-8: 304-7)]

Brakhage might have come to fear such ambition drove him and his art. Further,
Goethe’s Faust expresses the author’s conviction that humans recklessly strive to
dominate nature (as Faust had through the study of Alchemy) and to express
themselves in creation of a second nature. The narrator (in Faust 4) tells us the
film presents “the symbols of human hubris that tricked [Faust] out, the engi-
neered play at mastery over earth and all.” At the same time, the great lesson of
Goethe’s Faust anticipates a belief that Brakhage would formulate two centuries
later: that humans are called to exist in a constant state of becoming and to
struggle ceaselessly to expand their sphere of knowledge, action and feeling, and
those who stay true to this call, even when they stumble into excess and error,
will not go unrewarded by God. So, Brakhage might have returned to the play
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again, in his fifties, to buttress his faith against despair. The play may even have
encouraged him to believe there was reason for hope: Faust’s pact with
Mephistopheles took the form of accepting early success, but forsaking the ambi-
tion to succeed in asking any passing morment to stay. Brakhage, by contrast, did

not seek early wealth and had dedicated himself to rendering the passing
moment eternal (or at least as lasting as photographic dyes are).

The Faust Series marked a departure for Brakhage. He worked with collab-
orators, who served as actors, set-designers, and composers.® (No doubt these
collaborations were partly the result of his having relocated from Lump Gulch,
Colorado, where he was nearly without even neighbours, into Boulder, and partly
the result of the urge to overcome an intensified feeling of solitude, of abandon-
ment.) The series uses sound, while most of Brakhage’s films are silent. Just as
unusual, for Brakhage, was the implication of the subtitle of the first part,
Faustfilm: An Opera, Part 1 (1987). Before making this film, Brakhage had dis-
missed opera for being a composite form that allows neither music, nor drama,
nor text the freedom to realize its individual nature.®

Several of its features justify Brakhage’s claim that the first part of his Faust
Series is an opera. Because his Faust films offer a meditation on art and art-making,
they reflect different stages in Brakhage’s career. P. Adams Sitney speculates that
the series originated in the dissolution of his marriage: that event brought
Brakhage, in despair, back to the psychodramas of his first films and his early
efforts at mythopoeia.” This seems accurate: the young Brakhage was interest-
ed in theatre (and even set up a summer theatre company in Central City,
Colorado), so the series begins in that extremely theatrical mode opera often
assumes. The theatrical/operatic mode also allowed him to convey the experi-
ence of being tempted by phantoms. Another justification for the claim relates to
Faust’s character; Goethe’s Faust is a lofty sort, who issues high-sounding
Romantic phrases. Brakhage may well have seen himself, in this period of troubles,
as an incurably Romantic figure among denizens of an art world who (like
Mephistopheles) are, by and large, far more down to earth—and opera may have
served to suggest that high-flying Romanticism. Further, Brakhage may have con-
cluded that the form of theatre that most closely resembles the eclectic form of
Goethe’s original (which combines poetry, plays within the play, and features of
masques and operettas) is the opera. Finally, Brakhage’s Faust Series is a pecu-
liarly constructed suite of films, with little character development and little real
drama, and is like many operas in that respect.

still, the peculiarity of Brakhage’s making “an opera” after critiquing the
operatic form so vigorously should have tipped off Brakhage’s critics to another
important influence on the Faust Series: between February and June of 1938,
Gertrude Stein added to her oeuvre an anomalous-seeming piece entitled Doctor
Faustus Lights the Lights, which she called “an opera,” but was, more precisely,
a libretto for an opera (for which no music was ever composed). The parallels

54 R.BRUCE ELDER

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



between Stein’s Faust opera and Brakhage’s Faust films are notable.® The first act
of the Stein opera shows Faust alone; his initial speech delivered in a near-growl,
asks, “The devil what the devil what do I care if the devil is there.” He lives in
a world in which “light is not bright and what after all is the use of light,” and
believes that there is no evil (“no snake to grind under one’s heel”) and no hope
of an afterlife (“there is no hope there is no death there is no life there is no
breath, there just is every day all day and when there is no day there is no
day....”)! Brakhage’s Faust, too, lives in a world that suggests he does not grasp
the value of light. The narrator of Brakhage’s Faustfilm characterizes the protag-
onist’s corrosive mental state as “acedia,” which, he says, “medieval folk” rec-
ognized as the most deadly of sins.! Goethe’s Faust, unlike Stein’s and
Brakhage’s, is not a figure of acedia; nonetheless, there are moments in his play
one can imagine might have stimulated Stein’s and Brakhage’s meditation on
that state of the soul: the general tone of the “Dreary Day” scene (Faust, I, xxii),
and Faust’s despairing cry, “O, wir ich nie geboren!” [Oh, would that I were
never born! (Faust, I, xxv, “Kerker,” 244: 4596)], can serve as examples. In the
second part of his Faust, Goethe sends his protagonist the personification of Care
(whose influence brings Faust to self-scrutiny). The spiritual state Care claims to
create resembles acedia:

Wen ich einmal mir besitze,

Dem ist alle Welt nichts niitze;

Ewiges Diistre steigt herunter,

Sonne geht nich auf noch unter...

Er verhungert in der Fiille;

Sei es Wonne, sei es Plage,

Schiebt er’s zu dem andern Tage,

Ist der Zukunft nur gewartig,

Und so wird es niemals fertig.

[Whomever I once occupy/ Has no use for the world;/ Eternal sadness
descends on him,/ the sun neither rises nor sets.../ He starves amidst plen-
ty,/ Whether it be joy or sorrow,/ He pushes things away to another day,/
Awaits only the future, And so he can finish nothing. (Faust, II, Akt 5, Scene
IV, “Mitternacht,” 76-89: 11453-11466)]

Even in the “Prologue in Heaven,” Mephistopheles is bored—corrupted by ace-
dia. His main preoccupation is watching humans and enticing them to do evil,
and that is just not challenging enough.

The central theological concept of Stein’s opera is that Hell is the soul’s tor-
ment, so a person who does not possess a soul cannot be consigned to Hell.
Faustfilm: An Opera suggests something similar, that most people are spared Hell
only at the cost of their soul. While the Faust of legend anticipates a visitation
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or an epiphany, for Stein’s Faust, by way of contrast, the epiphany is an “anti-
revelation”: it occurs when, in order to gain a soul (so as to be able to go to Hell),
Doctor Faustus follows Mephisto’s advice to “[k]ill anything.”*?> The doubled
character, Marguerite Ida and Helena Annabel, is bitten by a viper and seeks
Doctor Faustus’ help. While Faustus debates the existence of a soul, [da/Annabel
miraculously recovers and becomes a source of amazement and fame. Faustus
tries to regain his soul by offering up the marvellous girl as he bargains with the
devil. Simply having a soul results in pathology, Stein suggests. Brakhage’s
Faustfilm, too, suggests an anti-epiphany: it depicts young Faust as longing for
intensity, and implies that his longing for intensity dooms him. Young Faust
wants a soul, but in gaining a soul, one becomes overreaching. Might a soulless
acedia be better after all?

The first film in the Faust Series presents a series of representations and
enactments that convey similar feelings of boredom and soullessness as character-
ize the first act of Stein’s opera. The Faust of Faustfilm is seemingly an ordinary
fellow; but, as Brakhage’s narration suggests, he is “estranged from God” and
wishes to become immediately old, without living through intermediary stages;
he longs for companionship, indeed for a “soul-mate,” but since he cannot find
one, he determines to share his woes with his next male visitor. Faustfilm is a film
of alienation (acedia)—alienation from God and from other humans. Brakhage’s
idea that the young Faust’s sexual desires are what alienate him is particularly
troubling. For his misery is brought on not by cosmic forces that conspire against
him, nor even by natural disasters, but simply by his disaffection. The very quality
of his disaffection renders life a Hell on earth. His youthfulness—an anomaly for
a Faust—makes his lassitude all the more regrettable.

Faustfilm’s predominant colour is blue-white, a hue that is paradoxically
both icy and hot. The light shines in dark spaces on the screen, but does not illu-
minate the objects around it; it seems as inert as the film’s protagonist. The
name “Mephistopheles” means one who does not love light (Greek me, “not”;
phos, “light”; and philos, “lover”); of course the name ironically inverts that of
the rebel angel Lucifer, “the bringer of light”; as Goethe did, Brakhage gave his
Faust some of Mephistopheles’ attributes. So Faust’s room is filled with shad-
ows—because he does not love light and because one of the series’s themes is
illusion.!® Faustfilm corresponds (loosely) to the scenes at the beginning of
Goethe’s drama; however, while Goethe gives us Faust in his study, the setting
of Brakhage’s film is no scholar’s den, but just a retreat from the world—
Brakhage’s Faust is not animated by intellectual passion, or by any enthusiasm.
Gretchen is no more than a shade, without reality for Faust. She appears before
him, wearing a diaphanous gown, in front of “an upright, wind-blown” bed, and
Faust imagines her on this bed. However, in that dream-image, Gretchen is
strangely inert, for Faust takes no pleasure even in sex.

Brakhage’s Faust does not make love to Gretchen. He, like Goethe’s Faust,
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Faustfilm: An Opera, Part | (1987). Courtesy of the Canadian Filmakers Distribution Centre.

does scorn the “bed of sloth”—but not because he is a driven figure (as Goethe’s
Faust is): Brakhage’s Faust declines out of acedia. He takes himself to bed, alone,
where he masturbates, dreaming of Gretchen. Then, the narration says, “Faust
drank alone...to encourage a religosity of memory—to encourage some mam-
malian wonder of absolute flesh.” This scene could condense two episodes from
Goethe’s Faust: the “Wald and Hohle” (“Forest and Cave”) scene, in which
Mephistopheles comes across Faust while he is masturbating (finding a bliss
“ever nearer to the gods”) and who, on being discovered (and in a display that
shows that sexual feelings for him are ego-dystonic), blames Mephistopheles for
the lust he now feels for Gretchen (there are other coded allusions to masturba-
tion in the second part of Goethe’s Faust); and the “Nacht” (“Night”) scene, in
which Faust, contemplating suicide, is saved from drinking a deadly potion, when
he hears heavenly and earthly choirs announcing Easter morning.!* Throughout
the film, Brakhage’s Faust is said to dream of flesh, yet throughout the film,
Gretchen is remarkably discorporate. Faust cannot act on his desires (for doing
$o would bring him into fleshly contact with another): he is confined within the
memory of imagination of real desire, and cannot feel an animating desire for the
flesh-and-marrow of any contemporary reality.

At the end of the film, a female companion sits on the end of Faust’s bed,
with a nude male companion (Mephistopheles? Wagner?), first blowing bubbles,
and then bursting bubbles that Faust blows. It is a terrible scene, for it shows
even the young cannot act on desire—the female sits next to the nude male, but
is not aroused. They are hopelessly self-absorbed: their dreams, their desires,
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their reality are as insubstantial as the bubbles they burst. They are sinfully love-
less, and cruel to one another in their self-absorption. Goethe’s. Faust scorns
hedonism, and it takes Mephistopheles to lure him toward love. Brakhage’s Faust
also scorns hedonism; what distinguishes him from Goethe’s Faust is that, at
first, not even Mephistopheles can persuade him of love’s importance.

The second act of Stein’s opera focuses on the interactions amongst Faustus,
Marguerite Ida (whom Stein patterned on Goethe’s Margareta/Gretehen) and
Helena Annabel (whom Stein patterned on Goethe’s Helen). That act raises the
possibility of merging Faustus, Marguerite Ida and Helena Annabel; a dream
incorporated into that act even raises the notion that all might be projections of
a single, intense personality. The second “act” of Brakhage’s Faust Series, Faust’s
Other: An Idyll (1988), includes remarkably explicit narration about the integrative
sensations of lovemaking and its very title suggests the possible identity of Faust
and his love-objects—suggests that Faust’s others might be merely projections of
his imagination.

The explicitness of the narration and the grubbiness of the film’s visual
forms both have precedents in the Goethian model.’® Goethe’s Faust is an ungain-
ly, somewhat squalid construction, (of a squalor that only increases as we go from
the first to the second part), and some sections, for example Mephistopheles’ last
speeches, seem like low farce. Goethe’s original was in an almost colloquial style
and the Walpurgis Night episode contains language that even some- contempo-
rary German editions eliminate. The squalor has a sexual dimension, as Satan’s
speeches in the “Walpurgis Night” section show. Brakhage’s Faust Series is similar-
ly ungainly and its pervasive atmosphere of sexual longing suggests this grubby,
corrupted reality humans inhabit is really the devil’s world.

Faust’s Other: An Idyll begins with dimly lit forms and out-of-focus silhou-
ettes that give the sense of someone trapped in the claustrophobic world of the
self—he is shut off from the world, literally cannot see it (“idyll,” according to
Brakhage, relates to the Greek “idein,” “to see,” so the film has to do with seeing).
The first clear image depicts a vase with flowers and a human shadow on an adja-
cent wall. The flowers and human shadow give a clue about. what has trapped the
protagonist: the flowers stand for the absent female.’® In time, the film reveals that
its central figures are Faust and a woman, a painter (whose paintings figure
prominently in the film)."7 Is this other a female Faust, or what Faust imagines
others (or women) to be like, or Faust’s opposite? (By the end of the film, it is the
third possibility that seems most likely, as the film presents the daydream of
Faust’s female friend as a Walpurgisnacht for Brakhage’s modern Faust.)

Though the title of the film implies that Faust is in a relationship, he seems
as isolated as ever. He stands to the side of the action, shirtless, immobile and
unengaged (still overrun by acedia). The few times we do see Faust engaging with
others, that engagement seems inert. He makes nothing of relationships. He
seems to have succumbed to lassitude; the painter, by way of contrast, is a lively
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sort, judging by the evidence of the brightly coloured compositions she creates.

Much of the action takes place in an apartment, though at one point the
location switches to a theatre, where an elaborate production is mounted.
(Goethe incorporated a play within a play in his Faust. So did Stein: at the start
of the second act, a puppet show hilariously re-enacts the first act.) Brakhage’s
theatrical scene provides a demonstration that brings together the themes of light
and illusion: his shooting turns the lights of the theatre into effulgent bursts of
contrasting colours. Faust’s “idyll” (his vision) loses its definition and becomes
luminescently phantasmagoric. Faust’s Other concerns Faust’s effort to find his
way out of acedia through love and art—and this theatricality highlights the
film’s “artfulness.” But rather than develop this visual riff, Brakhage returns to
using clear, stable, and in-focus shots.

Faust’s Other deals with the lust for the female love-object, while the third
section, Faust 3: Candida Albacore (1988) “exists,” as Brakhage’s programme
note puts it, “that a woman has, finally, something of her ritual included in the
myth of Faust.”'® Faustfilm had depicted Gretchen as a strangely discorporate
being; Brakhage filmed her beautiful body, clad only in a diaphanous nightgown,
s0 as to make her appear flat, lacking in volume, incorporeal; however, in Part
3, she appears, by way of contrast with Faust, as an imaginative person. She
deserves her own pleasures, and part three of the Faust Series determines to
accord her that which is her due. Of the four films in Brakhage’s Faust Series,
this piece alone lacks narration and spoken text (presumably because language
is identified as a male function).!®

Brakhage’s remarks about his motivations for making Faust 3: Candida
Albacore are a bit puzzling. Since the publication of the first part of Goethe’s play,
artists, composers and poets have responded to Gretchen with sympathy: she has
been the subject of songs, portraits, verse. Re-reading Goethe’s play, one realises
that Gretchen gets surprising little space—she is mostly the agent who introduces
love into Faust’s anamorous world, and by doing so, upsets it. Brakhage expands
her role: one possible reason for this has to do with Stein’s reworking of Goethe’s
play. Stein’s Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights relies on the ideas (commonplaces
in Stein’s time) that the patriarchal sun gods of Greece had displaced an earlier,
moon-identified (matriarchal) pantheon, and that the vestiges of the prior religion
manifest themselves as Christian mariolatry.? Stein’s opera conveys these beliefs
through its visual iconography, which associates Marguerite Ida and Helena
Annabel with the serpent which, in matriarchal iconography, represents the god-
desses’ immortality and females’ immortal wisdom. (This meaning inverts the
iconographic significance the serpent traditionally had in patriarchal religions, as
standing for Original Sin and mortal guilt.) That Marguerite/Helena (the charac-
ter whose two aspects have the names “Marguerite Ida” and “Helena Annabel”)
survives a serpent’s bite suggests her affinity with the force the serpent repre-
sents.? Though the serpent doesn’t appear in Brakhage’s film, other elements of
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Stein’s matriarchal iconography do—for example, Candida Albacore uses a white,
almost like an intense moonlight, that imbues the female Gretchen with religious
significance (Brakhage’s programme note for the film traces the “Candida” of its
title to “candidatus,” which, he notes, was used to refer to the “the white robed

army of martyrs” of the “Te Deum.”??)

The narration of Faust’s Other: An Idyll had also conveyed the sensations of
erotic merging (of the “two,” becoming, as the Apostle Paul put it, “one flesh”).%
Stein’s opera, partly because of its religious themes, also depicts the merging of
two of its characters. The chorus presents the fused character, Marguerite Ida
and Helena Annabel, as a female rival to Faust who, after having been cured by
him, adopts his power and his knowledge (and, thus, assumes attributes of his
being). A female member of the chorus states, “Here we know because Doctor
Faustus tells us so, that he only he can turn night into day but now they say, they
say, (her voice rises to a screech) they say a woman can turn night into day, they
say a woman and a viper bit her and did not hurt her and he showed her how
and now she can turn night into day....”*

Themes of doubling, splitting and merging play an important part in giving
Stein’s opera its form. The devil’s function is divided between a dog and boy; it
has a doubled heroine, Marguerite Ida and Helena Annabel, and it concerns their
unification, effected by the man from across the sea (a double for Mephistopheles),
who presents himself as the embodiment of strength (a mark of integration); the
man from across the sea brings with him a new chorus (that doubles the first),
a boy and a girl (sexual division), who sing a song of erotic longing that conveys
their desire to become one. They begin to address the woman’s symbol as “Mr.
Viper” (that is, as male), and sing,

Mr. Viper dear Mr. Viper, he is a boy I am a girl she is girl 1 am a boy we
do not want to annoy but we do oh we do oh Mr. Viper yes we do we want
you to know that she is a girl that I am boy [sic], oh yes Mr. Viper please
Mr. Viper here we are Mr. Viper listen to us Mr. Viper, oh please Mr. Viper
it is not true Mr. Viper what the devil says Mr. Viper that there is no

Mr. Viper, please Mr. Viper please Mr. Viper, she is a girl he is a boy please
Mr. Viper you are Mr. Viper please Mr. Viper please tell us s0.%

The rhythm suggests intense erotic longing, while the pronominal shifting he is
a boy I am girl she is a girl I am a boy—suggests the slippage of identity and the
merging of the sexes. Still, as the libretto has it “No one is one when there are
two [i.e., Marguerite Ida and Helena Annabel]....”?

Candida Albacore uses the psychodramatic form to elaborate patterns of
splitting, doubling and merging, and these motifs serve to convey the dynamic
of female erotic desire. Gretchen’s prayer in Goethe’s original and Stein’s rework-
ing of it, suggest another meaning: Gretchen herself is a dual character, half
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saint, half witch.?” She is Mater Dolorosa, but she is also “die Hur,” the whore,
the woman who, perhaps, murders her baby. Gretchen is a dual character in
another respect: At the end of the final act of Goethe’s Faust: Part II, “Una
Poenitentium, sonst Gretchen genannt [A penitent woman, who is also named
Gretchen]” pleads with the Mater Gloriosa for Faust’s salvation. Thus, the play
contains two Gretchens: Gretchen of the first part, associated with the Mater
Dolorosa, and the Gretchen of the second part, associated with the Mater
Gloriosa.

A particular strength of Stein’s work derives from her identifying the import
and significance of her works with their material basis (language’s heft and
rhythm). In the Faust Series, Brakhage radicalized Stein’s commitment to mak-
ing the material (as opposed to representational) elements convey the burden of
the film’s meaning. He used the sound film’s composite character as a semiotic
element, to convey his themes of splitting and merging (and thus makes a virtue
of the mixed nature of “opera” that modernists deemed so deleterious). That is,
he used the dual (audial and visual) character of the sound film to provoke ten-
sion. For example, though the Faust Series’ narration appears to present the
thoughts of a youthful Faust (his sexual yearning suggests youthful passion), we
cannot identify with certainty any single person in the represented diegesis as
the character who thinks the thoughts the sound track presents. Furthermore,
Brakhage does much to split our attention between the film’s aural and visual
elements: the narration’s explicitness is rivetingly appealing, but the film’s
images also lure the gaze. The intensified images invoke feelings about being the
object of the gaze—feelings similar to those that drove Stein, in the wake of
increased interest in her work (her “star” status), to compose her opera libretto.28
Stein’s opera also stressed the theatrical illusion, to indicate the role that illu-
sion—and self-delusion—play in the traditional Faust legend. Brakhage similarly
emphasizes the theatricality of his series.?

In Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights, Stein associated her concerns about atten-
tion and publicity with a motif of the electric lightbulb. (Faustus sells his soul not
for knowledge or world domination, but for the power to harness electricity to create
light.) Electric illumination evidently intrigued Stein, for lighting with electricity
made manifest the role that technology had assumed in the twentieth century
(and technology, she might have believed, drove the then-new publicity
machine). Further, Stein recognized the parallel between her fear that she was
giving her soul over to fame and the anxiety that modern culture was giving
humanity over to technology. The electric advertising sign brought these two fears
together: the electric sign stood for her for the forces that generate the hallucina-
tion publicitaire, to which most have sacrificed their human essence (the ability
to think). In particular, Stein was troubled by her growing fame and developing
fears about the implication of her name going up in lights. Brakhage alludes to
this feature of Stein’s Faust by taking up the theme of hubris.?
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Brakhage linked this theme with that of illusion; the association led to an

intensification of the image. The intensity furthers the tension between the film’s
auditory and visual aspects, for it splits our interest between them, subjecting us,
on the one hand, to the lure of the image, but, at the same time, turning it
towards the sound, whose interest is enhanced by the rhythmic power of the nar-
ration and by the grain of the narrator’s voice. Our attention is divided, just as
the protagonist in Stein’s opera is. We long to fuse the divided parts of our attention,
but we cannot do so—at least not until the fourth section of the series, in which
young Faust, horrified by the spectacle of his romantic idyll, escapes in imagi-
nation, and visits the flatlands.

While the other films in the series presented an actor playing Faust, the char-
acter hardly appears in the series’ final film; rather than offering events in Faust’s
life, Faust 4 (1989) gives us equivalents of what goes on in Faust’s mind. Brakhage
dedicated much of his efforts, over his lifetime, to uncovering ever deeper levels
of thinking and to providing visual analogues for the dynamic structures of these
newly discovered modes of experience.® The Roman Numeral Series (1979-81),
Arabic Numeral Series (1980-82), the Egyptian Series (1984), and the Babylonian
Series (1989-90)—all image-less films—provide biogrammes of increasingly deeper
levels of thinking. His Faust Series offers a similar progression, proceeding to levels
of thinking that are ever less accessible to ordinary consciousness. Brakhage was
a vigorous critic of narrative forms. Admittedly, the frequency and vigour with
which he criticised narrative forms somewhat lessened over his working life, but
his artworks themselves became ever purer and ever more distant from narrative.
Brakhage believed that narrative misrepresents thinking: its depiction of con-
sciousness hardly resembles the true nature of mental processes.** The differences
among the forms of thinking represented in the various films in the series lends
further weight to his decision to call the series’ first film “an opera,” for opera’s
conventional nature makes it difficult to provide much more than superficial indi-
cations of the patterns of a composer’s—or any human’s—thinking; moreover, the
plot-oriented nature of most operas’ tales presents an external view of the pro-
tagonists, and only intimates what is going on in their minds. With the third film
in the series, Candida Albacore, Brakhage returned to the form of the psychodrama
he had used earlier in his career (in such films as The Way to Shadow Garden
[1954] and Reflections on Black [1955]). The psychodramatic form is somewhat
closer to the dynamics of thought processes and allows more scope to the revelation
of the protagonists’ inwardness; thus, it presents a more comprehensive view of
the theatre of the mind.

Each section of Brakhage’s series is less dramatic than the previous; so, by
the time we reach Faust 4, little drama remains. Accordingly, when making Faust
3 and, especially, Faust 4, Brakhage repudiated the dramatic/operatic styles of
the earlier films in the series. The series’ first two films present iconographic
thinking, showing lovers who are in some way typical of the human condition;
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Faust 4 (1989). Courtesy of the Canadian Filmakers Distribution Centre.

Faust 4, by comparison, includes fewer iconic elements. It comes much closer to
presenting the impact of dramatic events on Faust’s nervous system—to being
presentational rather that representational.®® Faust 4’s tension is more visual,
relying often on the contrast between natural forms and the constructions that
humans have made, or on that between horizontal and vertical 34 A key moment
in the film presents a massive sculpture of praying hands—Brakhage viewed the
sculpture as the product of hubris (a key theme of both Goethe’s and Stein’s
treatments of the Faust legend).®* The emphasis on nature (the horizontal) suggests
Brakhage’s desire to have done with power (associated with vertical forms), to
forsake the wish (shared by Goethe’s Faust and, presumably, the religious group
who erected the statue of the praying hands) to exercise power over creation—
it suggests the wish not to need power, not to have to bear its burdens.

Across the series, the character Faust has been ever more closely identified
with Brakhage, so in the fourth film, Brakhage gives his native landscape to
Faust as that of his (Faust’s) own upbringing (“the landmass that fed his flesh,
the very marrow of his unformed bone,” as Brakhage puts it in his narration).
Faust survives, split from Gretchen, his affair broken apart, his lover surviving
only as a fragment of his erotic imagination. Faust’s task now is to absorb the
dramatic events he has lived through, and to do so he must integrate those dra-
matic events into his self, without utilizing the repressive categories of drama.
He goes to ground, Brakhage suggests, and identifies himself with nature.

We feel strongly Brakhage’s presence as the source of the film’s images and
sound (just as Stein highlighted her authorial role by having a representative of
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the author appear on stage). Here the autobiographical, philosophical, perceptu-
al, and performative strains, which Brakhage developed across the series, form
a new sort of unity, much more intimate than in any other of the series’ films.

The form of this chapter of the Faust Series arises from (organizes) the
impact of the film’s visual forms on a viewer’s nervous system (a theme of the
narration of earlier films in the series)—thus, this chapter concerns the energy
and dynamism of the film’s forms. David James’ Allegories of Cinema points out
that Brakhage’s writing as well as his filmmaking gains impetus from the models
of Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, Robert Creeley, and especially Charles Olson, and
these ideas about energy and dynamism might put one in mind of Charles
Olson’s poetics. Indeed, Olson’s poetic prescriptions are much in evidence in
Faust 4. The Faust Series proposes a three-termed homology among the evolution
of Brakhage’s consciousness, the development of Brakhage’s cinema, and the
history of the avant-garde cinema as a whole, away from the outer-directed, pic-
torial and dramatic modes of the earlier stages toward the less dramatic, more
inward, more highly individuated, less pictorial and more corporeal modes of
thinking and modes of representation of the later stages. The film presents “the
raw electrical connects of all he was ever to have known.”

Thus, the series concerns the intense self, the self of throbbing energy and
its intense sensations—the self that, as I noted, is a refuge as the external world

collapses into nothing.

NOTES

1. This proposition is one of the themes of my book, The Films of Stan Brakhage in the
American Tradition of Ezra Pound, Gertrude Stein and Charles Olson. (Waterloo, ON:
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1999). The idea that the self is the last refuge in a world
collapsing into unmeaning is a recurrent theme in sociological and philosophical writings;
the prevalence of that belief helped popularise existential writings in the 1950s and 60s.

2. Brakhage had considered making a film inspired by Goethe's Faust as early as the 1950s.
Metaphors on Vision (Film Culture 30 [Spring 1963], unpaginated) contains the script
Brakhage submitted to a foundation, when he was trying to raise money for the project.

3. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust: Der Tragddie, Erster Teil [Part One], “Zueignung
[Dedication],” lines 1-8. Hereafter Goethe's Faust: Der Tragédie, will be referred to as
Faust, the part number by an upper-case Roman numeral, the scene number by a lower-
case Roman numeral (as “Preliminaries,” neither the “Zueignung” (“Dedication”), nor the
“Vorspiel Auf Dem Theater” [“Prelude in the Theatre"), nor the “Prolog im Himmel”
[“Prolog in Heaven’] have scene numbers) and the scene title (in quotation marks). To
make it simple for readers to consult different editions, two sets of line numbers are
given, separated by a colon: the first refers to the line number within a scene, the sec-
ond the line number within the entire play (with Parts | and 1l numbered consecutively).
Following convention, act and scene references are included for Faust, Part Ii.

Brakhage did not know German—but he was convinced that a poem’s sounds convey, by
their physiological effects, the principal part of its meaning. He often studied poems in
languages that he could not translate. Among the translations of Goethe's play that
Brakhage read was a 1930 translation by Alice Raphael, a handsome volume illustrated
with lithographs by Delacroix. | have included the German originals in passages that |
cite, because Brakhage believed the actual sounds of a poem are so important. The
"translations” are mine. | have made no attempt to render Goethe's verse poetically.
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4. Inez Hedges' paper, "Stan Brakhage's ‘Faust’ Films,” presented at a conference on avant-
garde film at the University of Edinburgh (24-26 September 2004), treats the Faust series
as a work that emerged out of a crisis that impelled Brakhage to reconsider the assump-
tions that had grounded his filmmaking. I agree: Hedges' paper is insightful throughout
and a welcome contribution to the discussion of a set of films that have received too lit-
tle attention.

5. Brakhage's programme note for Faustfilm: An Opera begins: “A collaboration between
composer Rick Corrigan and Stan Brakhage, featuring Joel Haertling as Faust, Gretchen
LeMaistre as Gretchen, Phillip Hathaway as Faust's friend, and Paul Lundahl as Servant”
His note for Faust’s Other: An Idyll ends: “A collaborative work with paintings by Emily
Ripley and soundtrack by Joel Haertling" (Canyon Cinema Film/Video Catalog 2000, 70.)

6.  InJames Benning's Grand Opera (USA, 1978), a recording of Brakhage condemning
“grand opera” in just these terms is presented before even the opening title appears.

7. P. Adams Sitney, "Celluloid hero: P. Adams Sitney on Stan Brakhage (Passages—
Obituary),” Artforum International 42 (Sept. 2003): 41.

8. Robert Duncan’s comic masque, Faust Foutu: An Entertainment in Four Parts (1959), has
been proposed as a likely influence on Brakhage's series. Other than the play’s four-part
structure, the transposition of the action into the twentieth century, and the fact that
Duncan uses the play to meditate on twentieth century art, | see little similarity to
Brakhage's film series.

9.  Gertrude Stein, Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights, in A Stein Reader, Ulla Dydo, ed.
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1993), 597. Stein does not end this seem-
ing question with a question mark.

10. 1bid., 597-8.

11. In turning to the medieval world for the subject of his play, Goethe turned away from the
Enlightenment values that most thinkers of his time stili upheld: from ideas about human
beings’ perfectibility and knowledge’s advance, to Good’s eventual triumph. Brakhage
turned to the medieval world because he, too, had come to despairing conclusions.

12.  Stein, 622.

13. The first scene in Goethe's play in which Faust appears, the “Night” scene, presents Faust
confronting spirits.

14. Regarding finding a bliss “ever nearer to the gods”: “. . . Du gabst zu dieser Wonne,/ Die
mich den Géttern nah und ndher bringt” (Faust, 1, xiv, “Wald und Hélle,” 26-7: 3241-2)
The blaming I allude to appears in the lines immediately following. Regarding Faust's
being saved from drinking a deadly potion when he hears heavenly and earthly choirs
announcing Easter morning:

Welch tiefes Summen, welch ein heller Ton

Zieht mit Gewalt das Glas von meinem Munde?

Verkiindiget ihr dumpfen Glocken schon

Des Osterfestes erste Feierstunde?

Ihr Chére, singt ihr schon den tréstlichen Gesang,

Der einst, um Grabes Nacht, von Engelslippen klang,

GewiBheit einem neuen Bunde?

[What deep humming, what clarion tone,/ Draws with force the glass from my mouth?
Do you hollow bells already inform us/ Of the Easter-feast's first hour of celebration?
Do choirs sing the song of consolation/ That once angels sounded around the grave's
night,/ To give assurance of a new covenant? (Faust, |, i, “Nacht,” 390-6: 742-8)]

15.  Brakhage took an interest in the tension between (a sort of) visual squalor and formal
richness: he explicitly referred to Confession as a grubby film. | recall, too, that I had
expressed my concern that | had pushed the tawdriness of my film Crack, Brutal, Grief
(Canada, 2000) too far. Brakhage, who had seen the film, allowed that its images were
“grubby,” but likened it to Jack Chambers’ The Hart of London (Canada, 1970), which he
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18.
19.
20.

21.

22,

23.

24.

25.
26.

27.
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described as “grubby” and yet a masterwork. Faustfilm does not have the visual elegance
of some of Brakhage's other films—but, | believe, it is no less a film for that.

The protagonist of the first film in the Faust Series was definitely male, so we have rea-
son to believe that the protagonist of this film is also male.

As well as these two adult characters, there are also two children, whose relation to either
Faust or the woman painter remains undlarified right through to the end of the film.

Canyon Cinema Film/Video Catalog 2000, 70.
It is significant, in this context, that Gretchen is a painter.

They became commonplaces after Sir James Frazer promulgated them in his enormously
popular compendium, The Golden Bough.

Are the Marguerite Ida and Helena Annabelle a duality sharing a perichoresis, or are they
perhaps even homoousios with one another (i.e, do they, perhaps share the same being
with one another, as the three figures in the Christian Trinity are said to do)?

Te B

The programme note also tells us that he wanted to include women'’s “ritual” in the
“myth” of Faust: "ritual” and "myth” are words laden with religious import—and
Brakhage emphasises that significance with his allusion to Charles Olson’s tracing
“myth,” through “muthos” (“mouth”) to the primitive force of speech, which commenta-
tors as diverse as Northrop Frye, Walter Ong and Marshall McLuhan have associated with
the religious feeling (“..and that ‘muthos’/ ‘mouth’ become a vision!" [Canyon Cinema,
70]). Brakhage might have noted antecedents in Goethe's play that indicate the play-
wright thought of her as a religious figure: the "Zwinger” scene in Goethe's Faust pre-
sents Gretchen putting flowers in a vase that sits before a statue of the Mater Dolorosa,
the “sorrowing mother” of Christ. She prays to Mary, taking her words from two Latin
sacred texts, the “Stabat Mater” and the “Planctus ante nescia’

Ephesians 5: 31 (KJV). Brakhage was fond of the phrase: for example, he often praised
the love-making sequence that concludes my Lamentations Part I: The Dream of the
Last Historian (Canada, 1985) as giving visual form to the phrase. The image of two per-
sons becoming one flesh is commenly used in Christian literature to convey the sacred
meaning of sexual experience. That sacred/sexual meaning might have been one of
Stein’s motivations to create her protagonist(s) with consubstantial aspects whose
different identities she names Marguerite Ida and Helena Annabel: Stein may have been
hinting that they are lovers united in one being. But any homoerotic meanings the two-
in-one protagonists might have does not eclipse their religious meaning. The image the
tradition handed down involved a mysterious conjunction of the spiritual and the fleshly.
Ephesians 5 describes the Church’s bond to Christ as being a fleshly bond: “For we are
members of His [Christ's] body, of His flesh, and of His bones. For this cause 1] shall a
man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall
be one flesh.This is a great mystery: but | speak conceming Christ and the church.
Nevertheless let every one of you in particular so love his wife even as himself; and the
wife [see] that she reverence fher] husband!" (Ephesians 5: 30-33.)

Stein, 619. Tradition attributed the capacity to turn night into day to Faust; Stein played
on the fact that modern technology has made possible what formerly required magic.
Her modern Faust tale highlighted the implausibility of magic for a disenchanted era.

Ibid., 616.

Ibid., 615. The passage plays brilliantly with the idea of Marguerite Ida being “won” as a
result of being bitten and with her and Helena Annabel “being one” and with all things
“being one'd" by the light of the sun, as well as with artificial, electric light and natural
light being one (613-6).

She asks for Divine Understanding:

Was mein armes Herz hier banget,

Was es zittert, was verlanget,

Weilt nur du, nur du allein!

[What my poor heart here fears,/ How it trembles, what it calls out for,/ Only you know,
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only you alone. (Faust, 1, xviii, “Zwinger,” 14-6; 3599-3601)]

28. See Ulla Dydo's introductory note for Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights (Stein, 595-96).
Given these parallels, one is prompted to note another feature of Stein’s libretto that
might have intrigued Brakhage, although there is no clear parallel for it in the Brakhage
Faust Series. The Faust of legend desires the powers of the demiurge, and so in a way
does Stein's character. In her version this takes the form of believing (in a direct allusion
to Genesis) that he has the power to create light: “What am 1. | am Doctor Faustus who
knows everything can do everything and you say it was through you but not at all, if |
had not been in a hurry and if | had taken my time 1 would have known how to make
white electric light and day-light and night light..” (Stein, 597). A deep irony here is that
Faustus cannot create the light of the heavens, sunlight or moonlight, but only lights.
Several subsequent scenes in the opera make clear that electric light is only a simu-
lacrum, a sort of theatrical illusion. Brakhage's Faust Series also foregrounds theatrical
effects, as though illusion were bound up in Doctor Faustus's tragedy.

29.  An exception, at least according to its programme note, is The Women (1973); See New
York Film-makers’ Cooperative Catalogue No. 7 (1989), 51.

30. Brakhage refers to Stein's theme of electric light. Near the beginning of Faustfilm, the
narrator says, “Faust had workmen to tend the light whereby he found his way through
the house of his father.... But the light and all its peripheral sparks had a life of its own;
of which Faust allowed himself to know only the electrically subservient continuities.”

31. There is another explanation, compatible with the one just given, that might be given for
the protagonist's vanishing (or for his moving from in front of the camera to behind the
camera): one of the conditions of viewing films is that the viewer becomes, as it were,
anonymous and invisible. When we look at photographs (or cinematographs), we see
something not directly present to us and, crucially, to which we are not present. It is as
though we are invisible to the scene, and that invisibility, that unknowness, as Stanley
Cavell points out, seems to explain, or at least to justify, our inability to know. (The
World Viewed, expanded edition [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979], 40-1.)
Brakhage's legendary achievement, the formulation of the lyrical film, moved the protag-
onist from in front of the camera to behind it; Faust 4 re-enacts that achievement in the
context of the modern ethics of privacy. The protagonist's invisibility is the very opposite
of the desire to exert power of the world: it affirms the value of not knowing (an anti-
dote to the intrusiveness of the panoptical regime) and of allowing the world to unfold
beyond our presence. Artmaking was a vocation for Brakhage and for the individual who
is called, vocation instaurates a law from which there is no escape. A person who fol-
lows his/her vocation may end in ruin: this is one of the lessons of the Faust legend.
Better than that fate is to dissolve into the nothingness of invisibility. A final feature that
distinguishes Faust 4 from the other films in the series is that it does not focus on
male-female relations. This change might be related to the peace consequent upon
achieving invisibility.

32.  This was the conviction that impelled Brakhage to repudiate representational forms, and
especially representational forms based on Renaissance perspective: these forms do not
resemble the character of early stages of perception, perception before it has become
fixed, stable, and abstracted from the physiological conditions that give rise to it. Since
conveying the character of earlier stages of perception was a principal goal of Brakhage's
artmaking, he had to find alternatives to forms structured by the conventions handed
down by Renaissance image-making practices. Brakhage seemed to believe that narra-
tive, too, misrepresents thought processes, because it generally concemns itself with
external, observable behaviour. It is true some artists could find ways to suggest some-
thing of the nature of thought process using narrative forms, just as some artists could
find ways to suggest something of the nature of rudimentary thought processes using
representational forms—and Brakhage was always on the lookout for signs (often in
the actual sounds of words they used) that novelists were attuned to the nature of
elementary thought process, and for signs that representational painters (often through
the evidence of their brush work) were aware of the dynamics of mental process. But
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these conventional forms do not allow a complete expression of the full scope of
thought's movements.

33. Brakhage's programme note for Faust 4 reads: “This is the imaged thought process of
young Faust escaping the unbearable pictures of his broken romantic idyll, mentally flee-
ing the particulars of his dramatized ‘love,’ Faust's mind ranging the geography of his
upbringing and its structures of cultural hubris—the whole nervous system ‘going to
ground’ and finally ‘becoming one’ with the hypnagogically visible cells of his receptive
sight and inner cognition... [sic] all that | could give him of Heaven in this current visual-
ization of these ancient themes”” (Canyon Cinema, 71) This explains Brakhage’s need, in
this part of his Faust Series, to identify his dramatic hero with himself.

34. The interaction between humans and nature undergirds the architecture of Goethe's
Faust; it is also the subject of Brakhage's Faust 4.

35. 1 have already commented on Stein’s articulation of the theme of hubris in Doctor Faustus
Lights the Lights. Regarding the theme of hubris in Goethe's treatment of the Faust
legend: in Faust Il Goethe satirised the hunger for spiritual infinitude that Schelling, in
Philosophie der Kunst (1802), attributed to his protagonist. The multi-story sculpture of
praying hands is located outside the Oral Roberts’ “City of Faith” in Tulsa, Oklahoma.

36. David James, Allegories of Cinema: American Film in the Sixties. (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1989), 30, 40-43, 48. See also, David James, “The Film-Maker as
Romantic Poet,” Film Quarterly 35 (Spring 1982): 35-43.
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