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R.Bruce Elder
Aesthetics, Nature, and Avant-Garde Film

ACCORDING TO HEGEL, beauty is the presentation of truth in
sensuous form. A work of art has a form and a content. The
<ontent of any artwork is spiritual, the form is material. In the
material form of a true work of art, the Absolute is sensuously
enbodied.

André Bazin’s theory of film is built upon the structural
framework set forth by Hegel. For Bazin, as for Hegel, the
zesthetic experience (in his case, the experience of cinema), is a
ty pe of ontological experience. Providing that the construction of
the image or the linguistic operations of montage do not intertere,
the experience of Ailm opens us to the ‘Ultimately Real’. When
reading Bazin, one often has the impression that for him the
greatest danger of the montage film is not that it encourages
analytic rather than an intuitive mode of apprehending reality, but
that it sunders that integrity of reality whose harmony is the
srimary evidence of the meaning and truth of nature.

Bazin’s hierophanic / Hegelian views on art, probably did not
derive from Hegel directly. Most likely he acquired them from
several intermediaries, Charles Du Bos, Albert Beguin, Jacques
Maritain (especially Maritain’s views on realism), Emmanuel
Mounier (particularly his emphasis on the idea that the individual
constitutes himself in action, since it is through action that one
discovers one’s personal freedom), Marcel Legaut (particularly his
idea that a human being discovers the values by which he might
best guide his life in a close relationship to nature), Teilhard de
Chardin (especially his views of the evolutionary process which
held that meanings and values inscribed in the earth itself were at
the origin of consciousness) and finally André Malraux’s art
criticism (which periodized art history using Hegelian concepts).’

Bazin celebrates the photograph primarily for the method by
which it is produced; the photograph, he points out, is the product
of narural processes and so manifests the creativity of nature.
However, Bazin’s aesthetic theories are notoriously conservative.
Not only did Bazin have little interest in avant-garde film, he had
little concern for modern painting and and music and preferred
instead traditional fiction. Theorists of the avant-garde, generally,
have not had the same degree of faith in the revelatory powers of
the photograph that Bazin did. In the history of avant-garde film,
up to the end of the sixties at least, there were two major lines of
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thounght on the nature of the photographic image and on the
relationship between photography and film. Both lines of though:
have their origin in the earliest period of avant-garde film and bo=
are associated with specific schools of innovative filmmaking; ore -
with the graphic cinema which began with the work of Eggling,
Richter, Ruttman and continues in the work of Kubelka, the earis
Breer and Conrad and, (with some qualifications) Sharits; the
other with what I shall call, (not alrogether satisfacrorily),?
phenomenological cinema, which includes the earlier impressionisz
and surrealist cinema and continues in the work of Peterson,
Brakhage and a host of Brakhagian ilmmakers in the sixties.?

The graphic cinema was motivated by a desire to extend the
spatial strategies developed by the Cubists and Futurists into the
temporal realm. Along with other artists participating in these
movements, the graphic filmmakers waged common battle againss
a pictorial system inherited from the painters of the Renaissance.
Eggling, Richter, Ruttman and, in a more limited way, Leger,*
repudiated what many conceived to be the native glory of the
cinematic apparatus, namely its facility in presenting an ‘illusory”
haptic space and movements proceeding and receding through thar
space.

Such debilitatingly conventional forms of construction were
belicved to have their origins, at least in the case of cinema, in the
very technology of its production. Accordingly, filmmakers like
Eggling, Richter and Ruttman proposed to use the apparatus in
ways it was not designed to be used, in contexts which allowed for
a more artisanal mode of filmmaking that would permit the artis:
to intervene in the shaping of the images and to counter the
technological disposition of the machine.’ They believed strongly
that animztion was such a mode of production.

Eggling and Richter employed a three-fold strategy to overcoms
the natural disposition of the apparatus ro furnish an ‘illusory’
haptic space. First, they reduced the forms within the frame to
geometric ones which would, across all their surfaces, coincide
with the picture plane. Second, they incorporated these elementars
plastic shapes into musical forms of construction, i.e.
constructions which made use of such figures of movement as
repetition, inversion, variation, elaboration, alternation etc. (See
Richter’s ‘The Badly Trained Sensibility’ in P. Adams Sitney’s The
Avant-Garde Film; A Reader of Theory and Criticism.) Such a
strategy, the graphic filmmakers hoped, would assure that only
abstract, non-referential forms of construction were used, for
referential forms, they feared, would willy-nilly make allusions to



deep space. Finally, they applied rhythmic principles in the cinema.

The reasons for employing this last strategy are especially
interesting. Of course, this tactic was used partly for the same
reasons that forms of construction based on musical figures of
movement were used, that is, to eliminate referentiality from the
work. Rhythmic structures after all are structures whose relations
are purely internal; they make no reference to the external world.
In his writings, Richter is quite explicit about this as one of his
reasons for adapting rhythmic forms for use in the cinema, for he
points out that by eschewing referentiality one eliminates from the
experience of the work sentiments imported (through the
associations one has with the objects depicted) from the world
outside the work of art.

This idea will likely be familiar to most readers as it is the
central idea of that key paper in modernist aesthetics, ‘Psychical
Distance in the Arts’ by Edward Bullough. However, the next step
in Richter’s argument is somewhat less familiar. Having remarked
on the metronomic, clock-like nature of rhythm, Richter goes on
to say that when one eliminates from the experience of film
sentiments which are imported by associations, one is left with a
sense of pure time. This contention is hugely interesting for, as far
back as Kant, it was pointed out that a consecutive, continuous
temporality was essential to the unproblematic perception of
objects. It is hardly surprising, then, that the revelation of hitherto
unthought-of complications and contradictions in temporality was
a key stratagem employed by early modernists for the dislocation
of the aesthetic subject from whart had been thought to be an
unproblematic relation to its objects. In the works of Cubist and
Futurist painters,® and, especially in Ezra Pound’s Cantos we find
that relation of the artistic construct to its ‘object matter’ has been
made problematic by the use of a reformed temporality, one which
has converted time from a linear-causal structure to a multiple,
non-consecutive, non-progressive matrix of relations. Richter
proposed to employ a similar stratagem in film construction.

The notion that the mission of cinema is to share time is one
that will prove to be a key idea in the history of the aesthetics of
avant-garde film. Paradoxically though, while it motivated the
development of the techniques of the graphic cinema, it also, as we
shall see, foreshadowed the demise of the forms of construction
based on musical and choreographic means of organizing film
time. However, prior to that demise, there emerged a filmmaker /
theorist who rethought the issues and ideas first announced by
Eggling, Richter and Ruttman with astonishing rigour.
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That figure is the Austrian Peter Kubelka. While Kubelka films
are very well-known and well-regarded — Brakhage called him
‘The world’s greatest filmmaker’ in the 1972 New York
Filmmakers Co-operative Catalogue — his ideas on film theory are
less well-known, largely because he refuses to publish them,
believing that the written word cannot describe the actual
experience of a film and that gesture and intonation are integral to
the expression of his ideas. Be this as it may, the issues with which
he deals are so central in avant-garde film aesthetics that it would
be impossible to omit them. We present them as they are found in
the transcription (made by his students and published by P. Adams
Sitney in The Avant-Garde Film: A Reader of Theory and
Criticism) of lectures he gave at New York University hoping,
probably in vain, that abstracting these ideas from the
performance context Kubelka considers essential to their
formulation does not distort them excessively.

Like Richter, Kubelka is convinced that the cinema is a means
for organizing time:

I had studied music and knew about the rhythmic
structures of music and [ know about the fantastic
enjovment of time with which music grips. But in
cinema there was nothing. When you regard the time in
which films take place (a normal story-telling film,
good or bad), it is a time which has no form; it’s very
amorphous. So 1 wished to create a thing which could
establish for my eyes a harmonic time as music
establishes a harmonic, rhythmic, measured time for
the ears.

He is insistent that the material basis of the film medium
establishes the basis for organizing that material in rhythmic
patterns:

[ saw the film strip, [ looked at it and saw the slight
changes between images, and then some series of
images | liked. Then I realized what is now a very clear
fact; that film in itself is already organized into a one
beat rhythm. It is one image after the other image, it 1s
already there when you make the film strip. The
projector has a regular speed. Thus they are projected
at a completely regular speed, which makes it fantastic,
since it calls for a rhythmic treatment. Cinema is




already rhythmic in its basic appearance. [ decided |
would introduce measure in time, which had been in
music for hundreds and thousands of years.

This triangular relationship between the points of time, rhythm
and cinematic essence is a relationship which many film theorists
have drawn tightly together, but none more than Kubelka has.
Still, in this respect, he has only carried through to their logical
conclusion theories first formulated by the early proponents of the
graphic cinema. Despite their radicalness, they still move within
the orbit first described by those early theoreticians and
practitioners.

One aspect of Kubelka’s theories which unites him with the
earlier graphic filmmakers / theorists is of particular interest to
those of us engaged in the project of constructing a theory of
Canadian avant-garde film. This aspect involves Kubelka’s views
on the nature of the photograph and relationship between
photography and flm. At one point in his lectures Kubelka states:

This whole argument is directed against the belief in
photography and the value of reporting the real world.
What I say that you must do in cinema is not try to
report or bring the real world — to use the qualities of
the photographic image to mirror the real world, but
you have to articulate as you do when you draw or

talk.

Kubelka had earlier defined what he means by articulation as
the deliberate juxtaposition of individual elements. What he is
protesting against in this passage, then, is the *all-at-once’ quality
of a photograph that captures preformed relations ‘in a flash’
rather than forming the relations through some constructive,
artistic process, He goes on to madify this position a little by
admitting that some modification of preexistent relations, i.e. some
articulation does occur in the process of making a photograph.
However, he still insists that relations inherent in reality play the
major role in constituting a photograph:

The danger in ilmmaking is in that {sic) people think
that bringing nature to someone is useful ... When you
draw it’s evident that no two drawings (i.e. drawings
by two people of the same object R.B.E.) are ever alike.
But when you make photographs, and you stand where
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I stand.... then the photographs are practically alike.
This factor is rather strong in photography because this
machine has a strong articulation of its own, which is
not desirable, which we have to remove.

Nothing could be farther removed from Bazin’s view that
photography’s glory consists of its ability to capture the world
without the photographer playing any role. But of course Bazin
was more conservative in his aesthetic tastes and he was most fond
of artists who made representational images, whereas Kubelka’s
models are obviously those artists who were advancing the cause
of abstraction. When Kubelka speaks out against photography,
claiming that a photograph can only capture pre-existent
relationships, his comments resemble Roger Fry’s argument that
only when the artist has complete control over all relations in a
visual form is he truly free to exercise his form-making skills to the
hilt. Any constraints on the formation of those relationships, such
as are involved in representation, limit that freedom so essential to
the artist’s task. And when Kubelka criticizes the apparatus — the
machine — for imposing determinants on the pictorial form, he is
really advancing that expressionist argument which motivated one
version of abstraction. Kubelka goes on to develop his argument iz
strikingly original fashion. The photograph, he tells us, is
incapable of conveying what he calls ‘the real reality’ i.e., the
world as it exists objectively.

What, then, is the value of photography? As an exercise to
illustrate his answer to this question, Kubelka compares a
photograph of a tree taken by a student photographer with a
photograph of the same tree taken by himself.

Now let’s compare what’s in this photograph with the
real tree. Everyone will agree that the green is in no
case the green of the tree. Where have these two
photographs real value? They have value in that they
distinguish a little bit of him (i.e. the student
photographer) from me. So they say something not
about the tree, but about him and me.

Art, then, is valuable as personal expression. But Kubelka's view is
stronger than that. It is that art, even so-called abstract art, is
representational inasmuch as it represents the contents of the
maker’s inner world. He writes: “When [ want to make a film |
think [ want to document something about life, about reality,




about what is going on. And I want, let’s say, to make a picture of
nature.’

But, he says, the idea that one can make a film about nature —
about ‘the real reality’ — is false. Though each of us believes he sees
the world objectively, all perception and all concept-formation are,
in fact, subjective processes.

Every artist tries to mirror the world, because what he
thinks of as the world is his own world. You see 1 don’t
say, ‘I want to mirror my world — what is my world?’ |
say, ‘I want to mirror the world’ and then it’s my world
anyway. There is no painting which is mirroring the
world. Every painting talks.

Kubelka continues his argument by redefining the term ‘objective’
in the way that all Idealists” finally must. He argues that since
everything is ultimately subjective, if the term ‘objective’ is to have
any reference, it must apply to accurate renderings of subjective
processes. Hence films which truly capture the nature of one’s
subjective world are objective and so merit being called
documentaries.

Every painter tries to discover objective reality. But
what is for me, objective, may not be for you. My
Arnulf Rainer flm (a flicker film in which frames of
pure black, and completely clear frames alternate at
varying fast rhythms. R.B.E.) is a documentary: it is an
objective film; it is a world where there is lightning
twenty-four times a second, let’s say.

It is hardly surprising, given these views, that Kubelka’s films tend
towards abstraction and that, in fact, some make no use
whatsoever of photographic imagery.

These ideas about the nature of a photograph, provide the
foundation for Kubelka’s theory of aesthetic value, specifically, of
the value of artistic representation:

You have to see everything as your reality. The
world which you see, nobody else sees. So you can
see my world doesn’t exist for you, if I cannot build
an image of my world. Then my world may become
your world, or your world may change after seeing
my world.
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The notion that any artistic construction — even a so-called
abstract formal work — is representational, that all art is
documentary, that the function of art is to overcome the solipsism
implied in the Subjective Idealists” view that there is no common
reality and that we are all trapped within the circles of our
individual consciousnesses, were all taken up by Stan Brakhage.
Brakhage frequently speaks of even musical compositions as
documents which capture events which take place in the
consciousnesses of composers.

Kubelka evinces a great ambivalence about the concept of
representation. On one hand, he condemns artists’ aspirations to
provide an accurate representation of nature as epistemologically
naive and aesthetically worthless; on the other hand he does not
believe pure abstraction to be valuable in itself. He considers art to
be necessarily representational but believes that its value results
not from what it reveals about the world but from the expression
of subjectivity. (Hence, Kubelka’s notions about artistic value are
diametrically opposed to those of Bazin.) It is small wonder then
that Kubelka attempted, at least in his early films, to create a form
of cinema ir: which the photography had little or no place. Despite
this, his theory of expression does have some relation to the
postmodernist movement that was to emerge in the late sixties, for
all that would be required to make Kubelka’s theories consistent
with those which underlie the postmodernist movement would be
to alter his conception of the nature of consciousness from a view
which sees it as transcending nature to one which sees it as
immanent in nature.

However, this is getting ahead of my story. I need now to back
track a little and note that Soviet montage theorists shared a
similar ambivalence about abstraction. Their views, too, were
caught between opposing poles of realism and formalism. For
instance, Eisenstein emphasizes time and again in his theoretical
writings that montage qualitatively alters the content of the shot.
He states, for example in ‘Through Theatre to Cinema’, that “the
result [of montage] is qualitatively distinguishable from each
component element viewed separately’ and ‘the whole is different
from the sum of its parts.” The shot is equivalent to the substance
of reality in Eisenstein’s theory. “The minimum “distortable”
fragment of nature is the shot,” he writes and later alludes to ‘the
lawful necessity of combining [these fragments of reality].’
Eisenstein insisted that the shot (i.e, the moving photograph)
stubbornly resists efforts at aesthetic transformation. He speaks of
‘the shot’s tendency toward complete factual immutability [that] is




rooted in its very nature’; of the shot being ‘more resistant than
granite’; and in fact stresses that it is this immutability, this
resistance to aesthetic transformation, that is the feature that
distinguishes the material of film from the material of other artistic
media. The greater degree of immutability of the shot in 143
comparison with music pitches, pigments, or even words, is that
the shot is a consequence of its being ‘less neutral in meaning’.
Eisenstein means by this that meaning is inherent in the shot
because of its factual character as a reproduction of nature.

One of the fundamental notions of Eisenstein’s aesthetic theory,
a notion that reveals the influence formalist ideas had on the
development of his thought, is that the only types of relations that
can have aesthetic value are relations either among parts of the
work or between a part of the work and the whole. In this view,
an image’s fidelity to reality can never be aesthetically relevant, for
only pattern — form — is of aesthetic importance. Thus, in a
passage from “Through Theatre to Cinema’, he describes the
compositional process involved in filmmaking:

Primo: photo-fragments of nature are recorded;
Secondo: these fragments are combined in various
ways. Thus the shot (the frame), and thus, montage

Photography is only important as a mechanical system of
generating the material of film, and it does this by capturing
reality. ‘Photography is a system of reproduction to fix real events
and elements of actuality.” Though Eisenstein never really offers us
a critical analysis of the photograph (it is one of the most serious
lacunae in his theory of cinema), he talks as though photography
involved a simple transfer of reality from nature to the film
material, and so does not achieve that status of art.

The cinema’s means for transforming a non-artistic fragment of
reality (a photograph) into art is montage. Montage allows the
filmmaker to sever the relation of the shot (and the sequence) to
reality by establishing a new formal ligature between shots and to
emphasize relations which are internal to the sequence itself, and
which have no extrinsic reference.

In Eisenstein’s view, the shot (the photograph) is the material of
film, the ‘stuff’ of which a film is made. As with all artistic media,
the nature of this material determines the way it will be handled
and the forms that will be constructed from it. In the case of film,
it is the immutability of the individual shot, its near — but not quite
— total resistance to aesthetic transformation that predicates the
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use of montage as a device of aesthetic reformation; since the film
shot is so resolutely factual, the cinema demands a particularly
powerful device of aesthetic transformation.

The shot’s tendency toward complete factual
immutability is rooted in its nature. This resistance has
largely determined the richness and variety of montage
forms and styles — for montage becomes the mightiest
means for a really important creative remoulding of
nature.

Eisenstein admits — and the admission is essential to his argument
that cinema should be viewed as one of the great, high arts — thar
montage processes are utilized in all of the arts. To explain the
uniqueness of film’s use of montage, he develops an argument that
is based on Hegel’s claim (later adopted by Engels and Lenin) that
when quantitative change reaches a certain threshold magnitude, it
becomes qualitative change:

The frame is much less independently workable than
the word or the sound. Therefore the mutual work of
frame and montage is really an enlargement in scale of
a process microscopically inherent in all arts. However,
in the film this process is raised to such a degree that it
seems to acquire a quality.

In Eisenstein’s view, then, the verisimilitude of the photograph is a
negative feature that is transformed into a positive one only when
the photograph enters into a dialectical relation with the process
of montage, The photographic bond to reality is itself devoid of
aesthetic value; the peculiar strength of that bond renders the
photograph particularly resistant to attempts to transform the shex
itself into an aesthetically valuable object. However, it was this
very strength of the photograph’s relation to reality and its
resistance to aesthetic reformation — a resistance raised to such a
degree in the photograph that it becomes a defining characteristic
of photography — that motivated the development of that most
powerful of aesthetic devices, montage. According to Eisenstein,
then, the non-aesthetic character of the photograph is transformed
into a virtue through its dialectical relation to the aesthetically
potent device of montage.

But montage can accomplish the work of aesthetic
transformation only by dissolving the relation of the shot to realits




and creating new, formal relations that substitute for that relation.
Eisenstein’s view of the manner in which montage operates
resemnbles the Cubist’s view of the way in which the juxtaposition
of multiple points of view on real objects could essentially displace
the depictive dimension of a work of art, and convert it into a 145
construction in which the most significant relations are internal
relations. In fact Eisenstein’s entire account of the funcrion of form
resembles that held by the Cubists, according to whom an integral
factor in the pleasure to be derived from art results in one’s
witnessing that which seemed too intractable, too raw, too
uncontrollable, being brought within the scope of aesthetic form.
Thus arises the historical irony of Cubism — that in attempting to
depict perception as accurately as possible, in refusing to allow
certain conventions of pictorial representation to delimit the
aspects of a perception that could be depicted to those that could
be depicted on a single flat surface, in insisting on accommodating
the entire contents of one’s consciousness of an object or scene in
their imagery, the Cubists had pushed naturalism to its limit and
beyond, and arrived at the antithesis of naturalism, flat ‘abstract’
art. Thus, in the art of the Cubists, there occurred precisely that
dialectical conversion of which Eisenstein speaks, a dialectical
conversion through which the most resclutely non-aesthetic
material — faithful renderings of the real itself, indeed in some
instances in Cubist collage, actual fragments of the real — is pushed
to its furthest extreme and turns into its opposite, an autonomous
formal structure which possesses aesthetic significance. Eisenstein’s
view of the photograph seems to be that it is eminently amenable
to this process of dialectical conversion.

Beginning in the 1950s, the American avant-garde filmmaker
Bruce Conner was to develop a form of film often known as
collage film which, judging from the films themselves, seems to be
based on related ideas abour the function of montage. Like
Eisenstein’s ‘intellectual montage’, Conner’s form of film
construction has a two-stage process. In the first place, individual
shots are converted to ‘emblems’ by abstracting them from their
context. Thus a shot of a mushroom cloud becomes an emblem for
destruction. These emblematic shots are then joined together in a
complex montage in which the internal relations become at least
as important as the external.

The second line of thought in the avant-garde cinema
concerning the nature of the photographic image and the relation
between the film and photographic media emerged from what
earlier termed the phenomenological cinema, a cinema devoted to



examining the operations of consciousness, particularly in extreme
states in which consciousness functions under the impact of mad
love, drugs, psychosis, regression, imaginative inspiration, or those
states involved in dreaming or free associating, The
phenomenological cinema relied on photographic illusionism to
provide a likeness — or at least an analogue — of mental imagery.
Montage was frequently relied on to furnish the antithetical
moment as it was often used, as in Un Chien Andalou (1928), for
example, to render photographic illusionism problematic.

While the place of the image was secured by the
phenomenological filmmaker’s aspiration towards the mimesis of
consciousness, the fact that it was not material reality that these
films endeavoured to imitate did mean that the spatial field of the
‘ordinary’ representational image supplied by the camera had to be
transformed. The deformations of the spatial field inherent in the
very design of the camera’s optical system had a dual purpose:
they were supposed to demonstrate that the imagery used in the
film was to be taken as representing subjective processes, not
objective facts, and to distinguish the subjective processes
represented from those of ordinary perception.

Among those who championed this sort of cinematic
construction and helped to formulate its theory was Germaine
Dulac. The first principle of her theory of cinema was that the
object of cinematic mimesis belongs to the subjective, not the
objective realm:

The character is not the centre of importance in a
scene, but the relationship of images to one another,
and, as in every art, it is not the external fact which is
really interesting, it is the emanation from within, a
certain movement of things and people, viewed through
a state of the soul. Is that not the essence of the seventh
art,

In ‘The Essence of Cinema: The Visual Idea’ (1925), Dulac
distinguishes between the static arts such as sculpture and
painting, the goal of which is to reproduce ‘an instant’, and the
dynamic arts such as the novel, poetry and music, the goal of
which is to give expression to ‘interior movement’, i.e. the
movement of thoughts and feelings. She seems to have held the
familiar view that things which exist in space belong to a realm
external to consciousness, while things which exist in time belong
to the internal world. This led her to conclude that the spatial arts



provide us with an image of the exterral world while the arts of
sime furnish us with impressions emanating from one’s inner life.
Thus, the novel is ‘the revelation of ideas which succeed one
another’, poetry reflects ‘successive impressions’ and is constructed
&+ contrasting and linking together “sensations, states of the soul’, 147
Since films have a temporal dimension, they too, she argued, deal
with the interior realm. Hence, the cinema is a means of
expression — i.e. it is not an art whose virtue is the accuracy with
shich it records the external world — a rich, new means of
expression capable of as many levels of intricacy as harmonic
Zrusic.

Her notion that cinema is an art of time and movement leads
ser to question how important film’s photographic basis really is.
“Photography’, she writes ‘is nothing but a means of expression for
« the cinema), its pen and ink, not its thought.” This claim argues
against the idea the cinema’s photographic basis determines its
=ission, demanding that it devote itself to the redemption of
shvsical reality. The photograph, she argues, is only the cinema’s
means, not its end. Accordingly, filmmakers are as free to remould
the spatial field that the lens constructs as a writer is to forge new
symtactical relations. At one point, she even seems to doubt
whether the material from which a film is made is really the
chotograph or whether it is light, for she goes on to say that the
anema is constituted by moving, changing light. Dulac’s
motivation for arguing that the cinema’s nature is not determined
by the nature of the photograph is her conviction that, if it were,
interiority would be eliminated from the cinema, that the objective
character of the photograph would then condemn the cinema to
the representation of nature. For Dulac, the idea that the material
of film is light was likely related to the realization that light is a
metaphor for the power of consciousness to illuminate Being.

“The Essence of Cinema’ was originally published in 1925. In an
essay, entitled ‘Avant-Garde Cinema’, published seven years later,
Dulac goes further and discusses the reasons why filmmakers felt
compelled to alter the character of the spatial field which the
apparatus usually furnishes:

Before long (filmmakers) thought of photographing the
unexpressed, the invisible, the imponderable, the
human soul, the visual ‘suggestive’ emerging from the
precision of photography. Above the facts, a line of
feelings was sketched out, harmonic, dominating
people and things.




And from this the psychological film logically
emerged. It seemed childish to put a character in a
given situation without evoking the realm of his
interior life, and so they add to his movement (i.e. his
overt behaviour, R.B.E.) the perception of his thoughts,
his fecling, his sensations. (i.e. his subjective world.
R.B.E.) With the addition to the bare facts of the
drama, the description of the multiple and
contradictory impressions in the course of an action —
the facts no longer existing in themselves, but becoming
the consequence of a moral state — a duality
imperceptibly entered, a duality which, to remain in
equilibrium, adapted itself to the cadence of a rhythm,
to the dynamism and pace of the images.

By the time she wrote this article, Dulac’s view of the nature of the
relation between photography and film had changed somewhat
from what it had been when she wrote ‘The Essence of Cinema’
and had perhaps become a little more precise. She had come to
believe that the precision of the photograph could provide some
objective base upon which forms that depict the operation of
consciousness could be constructed, or from which, as she put it, a
visual suggestiveness could emerge. According to this later
conception, the cinema is basically an amalgam of objective and
subjective features. But, she went on to argue, if the maker of
phenomenological film is to overcome the resolute facticity of
photography, she must be able to refashion the photograph'’s
spatial field so that the photograph clearly represents impressions
and subjective states and not objective reality. The maker of
phenomenological films would have taken charge of the character
of the representation, altering its apparently natural *scientific’
objectivity so that its subjective component could reveal itself.
The position that Dulac assumed in this paper issued in a line of
American filmmakers who, while not willing to forego
representational practices (inasmuch as they relied on
representations to present a likeness of mental imagery),
nonetheless insisted that the space of a representation would be
invented by the filmmaker himself, not determined by either
convention or the nature of the apparatus. It was Sidney Peterson
who was largely responsible for developing an American version
of these ideas. Peterson’s work and sensibility are those of a native
American surrealist. His films often chronicle the picaresque
adventures of a wacky protagonist and use disjunctive editing



strategies to construct new time and space relations so as to induce

a kind of dépayasement. But perhaps the best known feature of his

work is its use of distorted, ‘fun-house-mirror’ images, which he

created by shooting with an anamorphic lens. In The Dark of the

Screen (1980) his book of light-hearted but profound reflections 149
on cinema, Peterson remarks:

One historian of anamorphosis (Leeman) points out the
etymological origin of the word — from the Greek for
AGAIN plus SHAPE — as indicating the role the spectator
must play in reforming the picture for himself. It is the
most subjective of all branches of linear perspective.

Hence the possibility of its metaphorical use to
emphasize the subjectivity of the viewing process ...

... One small symptom of this revolt (the revolt
against rationalism Peterson believes is now occurring,
R.B.E.) is to be found in the widespread use of the
word ‘like’ as in the ursprache ‘Like ... you know ...
real’. There is no reality, only something like it. From
the point of view of photography, the likeness
supplanted the subject. Foucault, in The Order of
Things, finds in the Freudian confrontation with the
unconscious, as distinguished from the way ‘all the
human sciences advance toward the unconscious only
with their backs to it’, another symptom of the same
revolt, and the Surrealists add a dimension to the
struggle by not only confronting the unconscious but
attempting to colonize it. It is this attempt to colonize
that related pictures like The Lead Shoes (a film by
Peterson. R.B.E) to the dream and to an emergent and
open-ended epistime.

Peterson is proposing an epistemology based on irrationalism, the
mechanisms of which he claims were explored in The Lead Shoes
(1949). From his films, we know that that method on which he
bases this epistemology is the investigation of extreme states of
consciousness, and that its primary tool is the photographic image
distorted and transformed to register the impact of those states.
Peterson seems to believe that if the filmmaker is to be able to
carry this investigation to its proper end, the imagery with which
he works will have to be extremely malleable, extremely plastic —
as alterable as are the images that appear in consciousness. The
artist must, finally, have complete control over the spatial field of
the image.



Peterson has recently returned to filmmaking. The first phase of
his involvement in innovational filmmaking was very brief, lasting
from 1947 to 1949, in which period he completed five works,
nearly all of which are masterpieces. On withdrawing from
filmmaking he gave his anamorphic lens to Stan Brakhage. The
image of Peterson handing over the lens to Brakhage is a natural
metonymic figure, for Brakhage became the most significant heir
of the Petersonian tradition. Though Brakhage eliminated many of
the ironic features of that tradition along with much of its
surrealism, he accepted the idea that film is the mimesis of
consciousness and that, in order to achieve an accurate
representation of consciousness, the filmmaker must take complete
charge of the image’s spatial field. This belief about the mission of
cinema, along with his recognition of the photographic
apparatus’s resistance to efforts on the part of the filmmaker to
produce anything other than a single type of pictorial space (the
type that was bequeathed by the Renaissance and that by now has
become utterly conventional), is the source of many of Brakhage’s
pronouncements on the struggle involved in making works of art
in the film medium.

Utterly opposed to those who advocated a phenomenological
cinema are Maya Deren’s views on the proper relations between
the photographic and film media. Like most of those who
flourished in the period of early American modernism, Deren
believed that each medium had its own unique properties which
artists working in that medium must exploit. Deren claimed that
the properties of film derived from those of photography and that
‘the impartiality and clarity of the lens — its precise fidelity to the
aspect and texture of physical matter — is the first contribution of
the camera.’

This view is the very opposite of that of filmmakers like Eggling
and Richter and, later, Kubelka, who advocated minimizing the
role the photograph plays in determination of film forms. The
opposition was conscious, and Deren was willing to identify her
adversaries; her major theoretical statement ‘Cinematography:
The Creative Use of Reality’ opens by questioning the underlying
ideas of ‘the graphic arts school of animated film’. The major
thrust of her attack however is saved for the Petersonian
filmmakers, those who use

distorting lenses, multiple superimpositions, etc. ... to
simulate the creative action of the eye, the memory etc..
(Her basis for criticizing this type of film is her



conviction that) such well-meaning efforts to use the
medium creatively, by forcibly inserting the creative act
in the position it traditionally occupies in the visual
arts, accomplish, instead, the destruction of the
photographic image as reality,

The photographic image, she affirms, ‘is the building block for
the creative use of the medium.” Deren arrived at this position by
considering what features film, amongst all the arts, uniquely
possesses, not what features it has in common with music,
painting, or fiction. She discovered that the photographic image
has an ontological status that, among images, it alone possesses.
Other sorts of images — painting, sketches, sculpture —have no
necessary relation with the real world; what they imitate are ideas,
not things:

A painting is not fundamentally a likeness or an image
of a horse; it is a likeness of a mental concept which
may resemble a horse or which may, as in abstract
painting, bear no visible relation to any real object.

She understands the activity of making works of art in the
traditional, non-photographic media to be a process with several
distinguishable stages: first, the model for the image is observed,
then a concept is formed, then this concept is embodied in a
material medium. The emergent image undergoes change in each
stage of the process, and becomes increasingly different from its
model. Deren describes how reality is first filtered through the
selectivity of individual interests and, modified by ‘prejudicial
perception’, becomes experience. As experience, it is combined
with similar, contrasting or modifying experiences, both forgotten
and remembered, to become assimilated into a conceptual image.
This in turn is subjected to the modification by ‘the art
instrument’. What finally emerges is a plastic image that is a reality
in its own right.

Deren’s discussion of the nature of art is similar to Kubelka’s:
art imitates mental entities, not real things. These mental entities
are formed through complex processes and are highly individual.
Works of art help people share the perceptions, sensations, feelings
and thoughts of other individuals. All art, accordingly, is
documentary, for it imitates actually existent entities, even though
these entities belong to the subjective, not the objective realm.
Since no art really represents actual objects, there is no direct
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connection between an image and any object in the real world. But
when Kubelka wants to claim that these propositions are —or at
least should be made to be — true of film, Deren disagrees.
Photographic images which are the basis of cinema are different,
she says. Like Bazin, she speaks of photography as ‘a process by
which an object creates its own image.” Alluding to the ontological
bond which relates a photographic image to its real-world model,
she remarks that ‘if realism is the term for a graphic image which
precisely simulates some real object, then a photograph must be
differentiated from it as A Form of Reality Itself.’ And later ‘... as
a reality, the photographic image confronts us with the innocent
arrogance of an objective fact, one which exists as an independent
presence, indifferent to our response.’

This is the basis of her objections to that photographic and
cinematic rhetoric which involved distortion of the space of
representation. “While the [photographic] process permits some
intrusion by the arts as a modifier of that image’, she writes, ‘the
limits of its tolerance can be defined as that point at which the
original reality becomes unrecognizable or is irrelevant.’
Exponents of what I have called the phenomenological tradition
have transgressed this line:

Such well intentioned efforts to use the medium
creatively ... accomplish instead the destruction of the
photographic image as reality.

Deren’s belief that ‘photography is a process by which an object
creates its own image by the action of its light on light-sensitive
materials’ implies a kenotic view of the filmmaker / photographer’s
role. Sometimes she seems willing to accept this view and to claim,
with Bazin that the filmmaker must efface himself in order to
allow the ‘mysteries’ to manifest themselves through him. This is
implicit in her contention that while other visual images embody
meanings, photographs provide a trace of the actual presence of
objects. She makes explicit her belief that this is the proper role for
a filmmaker when she states:

[Photography] thus presents a closed circuit
precisely at the point where, in the traditional art
forms, the creative process takes place, as reality
passes through the artist. This exclusion is
responsible for the absolute fidelity of the
photographic process.



Deren, however, reveals an uneasiness about adopting any
position that suggests that the photographer / filmmaker exercises
little or no influence on the final shape that the work assumes. Her
well-known attacks on the surrealists were based on the belief that
the use of automatic processes, which she seems to have believed
to be the hallmark of the surrealist method, entailed a total
abandonment of the artist’s aesthetico-moral responsibility to
exercise individual control over his creative production. This leads
her to hedge a bit at times, as she does when she proposes the
notion of ‘controlled accident’, the idea that photography involves
a ‘delicate balance’ between features which the artist controls and
features which arise ‘spontaneously’, as a result of the
‘independent life of actuality.®

But this is not her customary conclusion. Usually she argues
that if the filmmaker is constrained, by the nature of his medium,
not to distort reality excessively, and if as she believed, artmaking
depends upon the freedom to reshape materials drawn from
reality, how can film ever be an art.? She answers that what
filmmaking has in common with other forms of artmaking is that
it involves a compositional process of joining parts with one
another to make new wholes. This process does not deform the
spatial field of the image; rather it creates new relations between
points in time by juxtaposing shots originating from different
moments in time. In a statement that could, with certain
reservations, be taken as expressing one aspect of Michael Snow’s
view of the cinema, she announces her conclusion: ‘The creative
action in film, then, takes place in its time dimension; and for this
reason the motion picture, though composed of spatial images, is
primarily a Time Form’.

The realism that Michael Snow seems to believe is characteristic
of the photographic / cinematographic image, his use of duration,
and his belief that photography manifests nature’s creativity and
that the photographic process is one where human and natural
creativity (insofar as these two forms of creativity can be
considered distinct) work together, are all in evidence in Snow’s
master work, La Region Centrale. But as well, Snow’s views on
the self are much in evidence, more so than in any other of his
films, photographs or paintings. It should not come as a surprise
that it is in a ‘landscape film’ — i.e. a film which takes nature as its
object matter — that Snow’s views on the self are most forcefully
articulated. Canadian artists have always seen nature and the self
as intimately related, not as Cartesian polarities, as Margaret
Atwood seems, on the evidence of Survival, to believe.
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To say that it is in La Region Centrale that Snow’s notions
about the self become clearest might seem extravagant, inasmuch
as La Region Centrale is certainly one of the first, perhaps the very
first, film in which camera movement is completely ‘de-
anthropomorphized’. In most films, regardless of whether or not it
moves, the camera functions as a substitute for the human eye,
seeing much as a person would if one were situated exactly where
the camera is. Generally when the camera is moved, it records
pretty much what a person would see if he moved about some
environment. There clearly are differences between the camera’s
‘perception’ and human perception (for as we’ve mentioned
earlier, a person’s attention is selective but a camera records
everything in the field in front of it, in either soft or sharp focus).
Human perception is normally sharp throughout its range of
vision — or, at least, possesses a rapid enough follow-focus
mechanism to simulate the effect of a field that is sharp in all
planes of its depth — while a lens’s depth of field is usually quite
limited; human peripheral vision has no equivalent in
photographic ‘vision’. Similarly there are differences between the
way a camera scans across an environment and the way the
‘mind’s eye’ scans across an environment (a camera moves
continuously across or through an environment, while a mind’s
eye slips and darts from place to place to place without registering
the places in between). Yet these differences can usually be
ignored; indeed we are usually encouraged to ignore them. Snow’s
photographs and films, however, have consistently been dedicated
to making us aware of these differences, to making evident those
features which distinguish the camera’s perception from human
perception. Thus he has used gels to reveal that, whereas the
human eye adjusts to changes in colour temperature of the
ambient light that enables us to see objects, the photograph
registers every minute detail of those changes in the colour of light
to which it is exposed. Moreover, many of his photographs reveal
the process by which they are made and so reveal that their status
is that of an ‘object’, not that of a ghostly, mental image. The
camera movements of his earlier films, too, are chosen for being
unlike eye movements. There is, for example, nothing in human
vision that resembles the zoom used in Wavelength. Even the
repeated, and often hyperaccelerated panning in «<——
eventually insists upon the difference between the mechanical
motion of panning and the far less continuous changes involved in
shifts in visual attention. But it is La Region Centrale that carries
this feature of Snow’s work to its apogee, for throughout that



film’s three hours duration, the camera consistently moves in a
fashion utterly unlike the movement involved in changing one’s
place or one’s visual attention.

However paradoxical it might seem, it is the very purity of the
camera movements in La Region Centirale that allows them to
serve as a metaphor for consciousness. Snow filmed La Region
Centrale on a remote mountaintop, north of Sept.Iles, Quebec.
Nowhere in the film do any people or animals appear, nor is there
evidence of any towns or villages off just beyond range of the
camera. Nor, for that matter, is there any indication that human
beings live nearby; there are no hydro-electric power lines, no
television transmitters, nothing of that sort. Hence, the camera
moves over and through an uninhabited landscape, over and
through an unpopulated space, an empty space, or at least, the
next best thing to it. As a result, the viewer sees camera
movements for what they are in themselves. We do not regard
them — or perhaps more accurately disregard them, as we do most
camera movements in most fiction movies — as a means of moving
from one important object or character or incident to another, or
as a way of following a character as he moves. Rather we are
encouraged to recognize them for what they are in themselves.

In the course of the film, however, despite the pronounced
differences between the representatiors that appear on the screen
and human perceptions, a strong identification with the moving
camera is elicited. Furthermore, the camera movements are so
unlike movements of the human body, that eye(/I) identifying with
the camera movement, becomes discorporate — becomes, so to
speak, the eye of God. When this occurs the distinction between
subject and object — the seer and the seen — all but collapses; we,
the spectators of the film, become what we see. At this point,
subjectivity seems almost an attribute, ‘the cosmic earth’, here seen
from the vantage point of heaven. And all these ideas are rooted in
Snow’s conception of photography and his belief that film really is
a photographically based medium.*®

Both Mikel Dufrenne and Jack Chambers claim that artmaking
is a selfless activity since the ‘subjectivity’ embodied in a work of
art belongs more to the object than to the subject. These views, to
return to the point at which I began this article, resemble those of
André Bazin, who also identified a kind of artwork which derives
an advantage from the absence of a human maker because, by
reason of that absence, such works affect us like the phenomena of
nature. The beauty of such works, Bazin insists, depends not on
their expressiveness, but rather on the truthfulness with which
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they convey reality, or more precisely, the reality whose structural
depth not only possesses a logical order, but also embodies the
values to which a mar should conform his life. Such an art,
clearly, is one which unites the traditional categories of Beauty,
Truth and Goodness. That art, Bazin claimed, is photography.

Hegel had argued that Being and Becoming are closely
interrelated (through the notion of Naught, between which Being
and Becoming mediates). Being, Hegel says, undergoes change —in
fact, creative change — for in the realm of the Spirit change is not a
repetitive recycling through old patterns but the actual production
of novel forms that truly represent an advance on previous forms.
In this view, the function of a work of artis to ‘transmit’ this
creative energy. One means of doing this is to use an art medium
whose forms result from the creative energy which also produces
the objects of nature. In ‘The Ontology of the Photographic Image’
Bazin claims this medium is photography:

Photography atfects us like a phenomenon of nature,
like a flower or a snowflake whose vegetal or earthly
origins are an inseparable part of its beauty ...
Photography can even surpass art in creative power.,
The aesthetic world of the painter is of a different kind
from that of the world about him. Its boundaries
enclose a substantially and essentially different
microcosm. The photograph as such and the object in
itself share a common being, after the fashion of a
finger print. Wherefore photography actually
contributes something to the order of creation instead
of providing a substitute for it.

Chambers differs from Bazin in the matter of his belief that
photography does substitute a system of signs for real objects of
nature (see his ‘Perceptual Realism’). But they share the notions
that a photograph is produced by the same energy that produces
both the objects of nature and the contents of consciousness, and
that it therefore mediates between nature and consciousness. They
both view the photograph, a natural object, as embodying the
values which, as an image, it makes manifest. As a product of
natural creativity, the photograph surpasses aesthetically
motivated productions or productions which are calculated to
express our (limited) selves. But we know how resistant Bazin’s
thought was to the influences from the vanguard tradition."" In
Chambers’ writings and art, ideas about photography, though very



similar to those which provided the foundational notions of
Bazin’s aesthetics, were reconciled with the vanguard tradition.
What more cogent demonstration could there be of the point that
Canadian avant-garde film represents a departure from the limits
of modernism, than that such anti-modernist ideas are at its very
core.
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The influence on Bazin exerted by these intermediary figures is
described in J. Dudley Andrew André Bazin (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1978) pp. 9-81, though the Hegelian dimensions of
the ideas they transmitted to Bazin are rot commented upon. There
seems some reluctance to accepting claims that a mere film critic might
be familiar with even some of the ideas of so notoriously difficulr a
writer and thinker as Hegel. Of course, the resistance to this notion is
founded purely upon prejudice. This prejudice obscures recognition of
the fact that Bazin was deeply immersed in the intellectual currents of
progressive Catholic thought of his day (he even contributed to Esprit)
and that he was acquainted with a circle of progressive Catholic
thinkers who had been profoundly affected by the legendary seminars
on The Phenomenology of Spirit given by Alexandre Kojeve at Ecole
des Hautes Etudes in the years 1933-39.

The term is not really completely satisfactory because surrealism,
influenced as it was by Freudian ideas, rejected forms of artmaking
which were based merely on making an inventory of the contents of
consciousness; rather the surrealists were concerned to demonstrate the
mechanisms of production of conscious thought, mechanisms which
operate through the agency of the unconscious.

There is a third movement in the international avant-garde, a
Baudelairean cinema which includes amongst other things, Jean
Genet's Un Chant d’amour (1950), some of the work of Jack Smith,
some of Ken Jacobs and most of the work of Kenneth Anger, Barbara
Rubin and Ron Rice. This movement, which is being revived by the
punk / new wave movement, is largely a literary form. In this cinema,
the image is conceived of as an arbitrary construct which can be
elaborated through the use of a decorative stylistic. Such a cinema,
then, is hardly concerned to take into account the specific featres of
the photographic image. The best treatment of this movemnent is Carel
Rowe’s The Baudelairean Cinenma (Minnesota: uMT Press, 1981).



*In Le Ballet Mecanique, (1924) Leger points out that natural

photographic imagery, altered photographic imagery (photographic
imagery that has been derived from shooting through a prism or mattes
or even just invented), forms drawn from Leger’s own quasi-abstract
painting and pure graphic forms are joined in a continuum, that
photographic and painted images are constructed from forms very like
pure graphic shapes. Leger was more catholic in his attitudes towards
imagery than Eggling or Richter, for he allowed all sorts of imagery a
placein film, allowing that all imagery would become part of a film’s
basic rhythmical and choreographic system. Certainly he did not
accord any kind of privilege to the photographic image. Even the later
Ruttman, the Ruttman of Berlin, Symphony of a Great City (1927),
argued that photography is essentially a means for creating graphic
films and it was on this basis of these graphic forms that films should
be constructed. .

The idea that the camera and especially the lens is a product of
Westzrn technology and incorporates in its very structure the principle
of geometric optics was to prove enduring. It appears, for example, in
the writings of Stan Brakhage, Metaphors on Vision (New York: Film
Culture, 1964).

The last group of artists to hold a view of time as relatively
unconflicted were the impressionists. They did so because their world-
view was one of the last instances in Western culture of a world-view
based on a metaphysics of presence. With the rejection of such
metaphysics — a rejection which has become thorough, final and, most
important, self-conscious in post-modernist art ~ the relation of
artworks to temporality becomes problematic.

Kubelka’s version of idealism ultimately entails solipsism. This is a
quite different form of Idealism than Canadian avant-garde filmmakers
have generally adopted, for their view of the self is communitarian.

The forms of Michael Snow’s early cinema involve a similar balance
between control and chance, for they employ highly determined
structures which act as containers for chance effscts. In this way, their
forms reflect features of the photograph.

Snow proposes similar questions about the relation of film and other
visual arts which involve a molding of real materials in Presents.
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Many Canadian films take these issues as their problematics. One
could safely say, in tact, that the assumption thart film is a
photographically based medium seems a basic one in the Canadian film
tradition. Most lkely, this is because our art in general has had the
character of the documentary. Certainly, the assumption that Alm is a
photographically based medium is not universal. In the British,
American, French, and German avant-gardes there exists a very
considerable body of work which demonstrates that film can survive
the elimination of all that in the ordinary cinema derive from
photography and which are not essential properties of the medium.
Examples would include Duchamp’s Aunentic Cinema (1925),
Kubelka’s Arsulf Rainer (1960}, Tony Conrad’s Flicker (1966).
Malcolm Le Grice's Horror Film (1970; actually a performance piece
involving projected material}, Paul Sharit’s Axiomatic Granularity
{y973), and Color Sound Frames (1974), Hollis Frampton’s Hapax
Legomena v {Special Effects) (1972), and Stan Brakhage's Mothlight
{1963), and his Arabic {1980-1981) and Roman Numeral {1979-1980}
series. In facrt, everywhere but in Canada the imageless film 15 an
important genre of experimental ilmmaking.

In response to an article by Hans Richter in which he celebrated the
appearance of the new avant-garde filmmakers who would continue
the vanguard film tradition, Bazin published a piece in which he argued
that Von Stroheim was the true avant-garde Alm artist.



