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This tallk is something of a preview since the film around
which these remarks circulate, Flesh éAngels, has not yet been
shown in Canada. It premiered in Madrid two months ago. That is
part of the problem. The finished print has not yet been
returned. The print we will be looking at a little later, in
excerpt, is an uncorrected "answer print" that the filmmaker,
Bruce Elder, only reluctantly and after prompting let me use for
this occasiaon. The actual premier screening of the film will take
place at Innis College on .

But this talk also has a retrospective side. The guestion of
the body in the text when the text is film is a complicated and
sometimes vexed question. Experimental cinema represents one
aspect of the problem, but it has explored it with unusual care
and daring. Elder is an experimental filmmaker who has long had
an interest in the body in film and I7d like to start by showing

a short but whaole film by him, Look! We Have Come Through!. It

was made in 1978.
This film and Flesh éngels come, respectively, at the start
af the artist’™s mature work, and toward the end of the massive

film cycle called The Book of All the Dead which he has spent the

B0%'s and, so far, the 90's making. In some respects, I find the

films somewhat similar. What Joins them is obvious ~—the motif of



the body. But, then, this motif spans over 25 hours of the cycle
completed so far. My intention today is to comment on the body-—
in—film as a textual process in some of the films of the cycle,
concluding with some remarks on Flesh Angels.

In the catalogue he wrote for the Art Gallery of Ontario
accompanying a programme Elder organized called The Body in Film,
he sketches out three senses of the body in film., The first is
the representation of the body in images, what I would call
"symbaol" and is textual work as we conventionally understand it.
The second is the body of the maker, which affects the rhythm and
quality of the image —— a pertinence that applies chiefly to
experimental films where the maker shoots and edits the film and
g0 his or her body directly intervenes. The third is the film's
own baody, the film material itself. All three senses come into

play in Look! We Have Come Through! in fairvly divect and clear

ways. The film was made on the cccasion of Elder’s surviving a
nearly fatal illness contracted in his late 20s that wasted his
body for well over a year. | believe the illness also firved his
creativity, and understandably made the body a crucial
preccocupation. This biographical detail tells us much about the
body’s overt symbolic rale in the film. The celebratory tone of

Lok ! We Have Come Through!, starting with the title taken from

D.H. Lawrence, is unmistakeable. Here is the whaole and healthy
body, the body enlivened in dance. Yet the film is not a naive
imaging. For here is the body clearly, even programmatically, the

body=-in=film in the two other senses Elder outlines. The film



starts with the screen rhythmically arganized in areas of light
and dark. Elder foregrounds the conditicons of cinema, an art of
light and of plastic time, before the dancer's body emerges
clearly. But he also here expresses his own body, setting the
rhythms of camera movement and cutting, though when the dancer
emerges the rhythms of camera movement and montage and her
gestures are in unity. This unity, as well as the beauty of the
dancer’s movement, give the film its celebratory symbolic
gignificance. But a third and gquite different section closes the
film. The images of the dancer are reduced into light and dark
once again. However, this time Elder has processed the images
through optical printing to flatten them and make the contrasts
much sharper. Thies ie film reduced not just to the conditione of
representation fas at the start) but to its material aspects, the

film's own body appears.

Show Look! We Have Come Through!

I'd like briefly —— and, I'm afraid, reductively - to

discuss two of the long films in The Book of All the Dead before

turning tao Elesh Angels. These are Illuminated Texts and

Lamentations. Made about three years apart in the mid-Eighties,
they form a massive diptych running 10 hours together. Here the
textual density of Elder’s films reach an extreme. I mean this

quite literally: he combines printed super—titles, voice-overs,

performance sections and complex weaves of image-montage. The



massed assemblage engenders large textual structuwres. In this
complicated fabric, no element is allowed to stand alone —— to
anticipate, this changes quite a lot in Elesh Angels.

Besides much else, the textual density includes the body,
whose representation becomes very much the "body in the text," -
- textuality power fully controls the represented body as a
aymbal .

In Illuminated Texts there are two ways in which the body is

aymbolized. The first could be called "the destiny of the boady in
modernity." As a whole, the film traces the arc of descent of
consciousness from the primal dream of unity (with nature and of
the self) into the historical nightmare of fragmentation under
the regime of instrumental and technological reason. In the weave
of the film, Elder creates a catalogue of the abused modern body
= under the pornographic gaze, torture, medical technique, pop
culture violence and so on. The natural body is absented from
human sense —— it is massively repressed and has come back as
grotesque technological simulacra —— of the types we recognize as
all too familiar. Indeed, this super-determined textual body
could be trivially called Elder®s "topical body" for it is here
that his filmmaking most closely corvesponds to critical
discusasions of the body with which we are conversant, for

example, in Foucault’s Discipline and Funish.

The second way Illuminated Texts treats the body is the

slender thread of a memory of the body connecting to Look! We

Have Come Through! consisting of brief, CU moving camera shots of
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another dancer. This strand in the montage is there to remind the
viewer of the body last in modernity. Echoing Morman 0. Brown,
Elder once referred to these images as love against death.

Lamentations is a gquest narrative that has as its fiction a
return to origins. It is a quest that fails. Here Elder's
meditations on the body become more pointed. In this film he is
concerned with the idealizing memory of the body. These
meditations are ambivalent and take us to the threshold of what 1
provisionally call "angelizaticon.”

There are two textual bodies in Lamentations as their were

in Illuminated Texts. The first is the diseased body which comes

up everywhere in the film —— a delirious redundancy that always
serves as the sign of the dismembered and sel f-hating modern

sel f. Mow the body is not attacked from outside but from inside,
incorporating its own punishments, effecting its own loss. The
second textual body in Lamentations is an "ecstatic body" which
Elder privileges with three protracted passages. I will remark
only on the firvrst, the long love-making sequence that ends the
first half of the film.

The sequence is constructed of a flowing montage of close-
ups of a couple making love. The lyrical moving camera and the
lovers movements are synchronized so that the viewer is drawn
into the rhythms of the whole -- an intensification of the

compositional tactics of Look! We Have Come Through!. The

sequence concludes with a music-like code of stop-frame and slo-

motion montage. This passage is accompanied by a chorale composed



&

for the film from selected parts of Augustine's Confessions, in

particular the passages where the saint reports his conversion
experience. The music seems at fivst o create a sacral aura
around the lovers and to 1ift them out of time. It helps
construct the first symbolization of the sequence —— and the
maker’s body gives itself to the sequence generously. But the
Augustine text also affects a second symbolization., T would
sugaest the sequence as a whole is ambivalent because of it.
Ambivalence actually characterizes the overall effect of the
film. Lamentations, as a whole, gives representation to and casts
doubts on what could be called modern counter-—-myths o those
resistances to modern ideologies that foreclose on the
imagination, joy, pleasure, beauty and the body. These counter-—
myths are rvooted in Romanticism, but I do not want to peg such a
pervasive history of resistance to a single arts movement.
Anyway, Elder’s ambivalence arises in the double textualization
of the lovers —— they exemplify what erotic ecstasy affers: the
return of the natural body - but how we are to interpret them is
different, even contradicted. The passages from Augustine are
perhaps supreme examples of the West's great counter-—-ecstasy ——
metanoia, or conversion., It has historically signified the
rejection of the erotic, natwal body. The irony of having the
Augustine sung is two—-fold: the music sacralizes the sex, which
is how the erotic counter-myth often represents the body, by a
musical exstasis, as in dance. And the rhythmic whole of the

sequence is a music—like symbolization, a code, a familiar way of



textualizing the body as sacred. Yet the earnest text reports a
spiritual counter-ecstasy ecstatically too in its language, a
point emphasized when Elder intervupts the music for porticons of
recitative.

Hence, the ambivalence.

Moreover, on reflection we realize that the modern myth of
erotic ecstasy actually needs the Augustine. The modern cult of
eros paradoxically produces an angelicized erobticism. That is,
sexuality is thought to be recovered from modern ideoclogy and
returns the body to the self to reunite the authentic self, which
in the West is necessarily also spiritual. Indeed, conversion is
usuwally figured as finding onesel f@othe recovery of eros, the
liberation of the body is very similar. This is why erotic

ecstasy is so aoften figured as a rvespirvitualizing of the body as

i
o

much as —— and probably more —— than it is a re-carnalization
subjectivity.

There is a huge catalogue of examples that express this
modern erctic mythology. In passing, T would just menticon the
photographs of REobert Mapplethorpe as an illustration. His erotic
photographs of men valorize erotically charged subjects by
stylizing them in the manner of religious art, principally
barogue sculpture. The poses, props, lighting and the finish and
scale of Mapplethorpe’s photos depict the male body in a way that
conflates the carmal and the spiritual, in fact in practically
the same way such sculpture does. In barogue sculpture, holy

exaltation is often expressed with stretched limbs, tensed torsos
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and arched backs -~ the ecetatic soul has muscles in this art. By
a deployment of these sculptural codes in photography,
Mapplethorpe takes over this spiritualized body as the symbolic
or textual medium of his eratic male bodies ~- and not just in
the case of his nudes, but the leather boys too. His purpose may
have been Jjust to hevoize gayness, but Mapplethorpe’s result
creates images instancing what I mean by angelicized bodies.

Certainly ironies arise with Mapplethorpe’s photographs -
but these tend to be absorbed by the laughter and pleasure of his
images. Elder’s ambivalence is much more explicit when
Lamentations doubles the lovers'! representation with the
Augustine in a dialectic. The saint’s conversion presaged in the
Western history of the sexual body —— vilification, division of
the subject, fear of ecstasy. And of course, the spirvitualized
erctices of modern Romanticism that wunderwrites the ecstatic
gquality aof the imagery and montage is no less exemplary of that
history. The very angelicization of the body in this text is
rendered in a contradiction traced to its origins.

This changes in Flesh Angels. Between Lamentaticons and [lesh

aAngels lies the ld4-howr film Consolations. For a time, that film

seemed to be the climax of the cycle which was supposedly
abandoned on its completion. But Flesh Angles now resumes the
task of completion with a fouwr-film sub-cycle of shorter films.

Consolations seemed a film about "wisdom", for it was a

philosophical meditation that exchanged the tight weaves of

images and texts for a much more relaxed and contemplative style
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—= which explains much about its length. It is a film in which
Elder "lets things be." He separates text and image and they find
their relations in wider, slowly evolving structures. The images
of the body are released from the insistent symbolizing of the
previous films. But released to be what or to signify what? Since
similar compositional strategies characterize Flesh Angels, this
question needs some elaboraticon - but I have not really

understood Consolations well the two times I saw it. But let me

say that Elder stops doubling or contradicting the imagery of the

body with Congsolations. He makes its representation paradoxical.

In Consaolations, the body (female and male) appears posed

and beautiful. There are many long takes made with a static
camera and bordered by relaxed dissolves. The style is different
from earlier films, but similar to Flesh éngels. The images look
like nude studies, made for contemplation nat as symbols. The
shots look like a portfolio —— and they are but they are also a
portfolio of painterly and photograhic styles. 8o, on one hand,
these images are a meditative letting be of the body, but they
also mani fest an inheritance, in other words ancther type of

textuality.

Shortly after completing Consclations, Elder organized The

Bady in Film series and began writing a study under the same
title which will be different and much longer than the published
catalogue. The project indicates, from what I have read, that the
cycle will conclude with a protracted meditation on "inheritance"

as such, in contrast to the combatative work that characterizes
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the rest of the cycle. Elder himsel f styles it a comedy, by which
e means a comedia in Frye's sense of a late discovery of renswal
and order, as in Dante and Shakespeare. In the Dantean sense,
Flesh éngels is still in purgatory, but further along the way in
the imagination's ascent from hell. In both its form and its
range of allusions, Flesh éngels moves close to tradition, and
especially to Christian imagery. On the other hand, the film
deploys much computer generated imagery and music and uses
programs derived from Chaos theory. 8o, the paradox of a high-
tech but traditionalist work arises.

Similarly, the treatment of the body is paradoxical aleo, as
the title suggests. In fact, the paradox is doubled for there are
two bodies, as so often in Elder's films. Early in the passage we
will see, an extreme close-up of man’s leg and a knife appears.
Later, the camera moves over the leg following a flow of blood.
As the film develops (beyond our excerpt), blood and wine imagery
are intertwined and images and texts allude to the Crucifixion. I
do not believe that this imagery is rvresolved in Flesh Angels. It
likely will continue to the end of the cycle. So, I cannot say
that it symbolizes a soteriology. It does swggest the body under
the sign of death, but that paradoxical death, in Christalogy,
that is a gift, Jjust as the body is always a gift we each possess
but that is also the sign of our death - that paradox that
impresses us increasingly as we grow older, and not at all
romantically. Hence Elder’s incorporaticon of blood and wine

imagery - to recall the traditiconal symbolism of the body as a
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aift. But, so far, not necessarily as a symbol of redemption.

This traditional symbolism presses against angelization -
the myth that the body is a redemptive force if we can get back
to the natural body, deeper than language and reason and, as 1
have suggested, & covertly spivitualized body. In this modern
myth, the angelized body is the last ditch stand against the
vaporization of the natural and the triumph of the simulacral
that digplaces the real. And this body can transform us.

But in Flesh Angels, the body is always in language and in time
and under the sign of its death, but it still is a gift and can
be held and known.

This second paradox is, I think, expressed in the film by
the way Elder shoots the woman's body, in super-slo-mo video,
with a new high-tech camera developed for sports television that
was made briefly available to him. These passages contrast
sharply in rhythm and texture with the sequences survounding
them. They are hurried, complex montages or pixilations, while

these passages have a slow, contemplative rhythm, a sort of

lingering that expands further on Consolations. Moreover, the
montages are, roughly speaking, landscapes ——long shots in
superimposition and our vision scrambles to take them in. The
body passages are close-ups and the slo-mo lends them a texture
that are quite tactile.

Yet, this is not a natural, unmediated body. On the
contrary, the technigues that make the passages lingering,

intimate and tactile also put wus at a distance: we are aware the
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rhythmic distension is a result of cut back repetitions and slao-
mo process and that video sheen is what makes it so tactile. Our

meditation on this body is, then, a matter of textuality. To

revert to the categories I applied to Look! We Have Come

Through!, which resembles these passages quite a bit as I said,
the bady represented and the film's own body are here
superimposed to make this paradoxical body in the text.

show excerpt of flesh angels



