






R. Bruce Elder

Aesthetics, Nature, and Avant-Garde Film 

ACCORDING TO HEGEL, beauty is the presentation of truth in 
�suous form. A work of art has a form and a content. The 
amtent of any artwork is spiritual, the form is material. In the 
m..:nerial form of a true work of art, the Absolute is sensuously 
embodied. 

Andre Bazin's theory of film is built upon the structural 
framework set forth by Hegel. For Bazin, as for Hegel, the 
�thetic 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 interfere, 
the experience of film 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 
�rimary evidence of the meaning and truth of nature.

Bazin's hierophanic I Hegelian views on art, probably did not 
derive from Hegel directly. Most likely he acquired them from 
;everal intermediaries, Charles Du Bos, Albert Beguin, Jacques 

:\laritain (especially Maritain's views on realism), Emmanuel 
:\lounier (particularly his emphasis on the idea that the individual 
constitutes himself in action, since it is through action that one 
Jiscovers 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 Andre Malraux's art 
criticism (which periodized art history using Hegelian concepts). 1 

Bazin celebrates the photograph primarily for the method by 
which it is produced; the photograph, he points out, is the product 
of natural 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 rhe avam-garde, generally, 
have not had the same degree of faith in the revelatory powers of 
�he 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 

I_,5 















































4 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 

15 8 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 
place in 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 (or creating graphic 
films and it was on this basis of these graphic forms that films should 
be constructed. 

5 The idea that the camera and especially the lens is a product of 
Western 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). 

6 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. 

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

8 The forms of Michael Snow's early cinema involve a similar balance
between control and chance, for they employ highly determined 
struc1ures which act as containers for chance effects. In this way, their 
forms reflect features of the photograph. 

9 Snow proposes similar questions about the relation of film and other
visual arts which involve a molding of real materials in Presents. 




