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Above: The Art of Wordly Wisdorm (1979) by Bruce
Eider. Opposite: Bruce Eider in the role of Ezra
Pound in Eider's film Consolations (Love fs an
Art of Time] (1988).



BRUCE ELDER

The Book of All the Dead
a film cycle by Bruce Elder
(1975 to 1988, colour/black and white, 1544 min.)

oth as artist and critic, Bruce Elder is a leading figure of Canadian avant-garde

cinema. But to set Elder exclusively in Canadian film is to limit the scope of his

accomplishment as a film artist. Now arrayed in a massive cycle of films, called
The Book of All the Dead, his productions of the past decade (corresponding fo Elder’s
thirties) are more ambitious and demanding than those made by any other North American
film artist during the same period. Indeed, Elder may well be the last avant-garde filmmaker
anywhere possessing the emotional and intellectual resources to sustain work as intense
as the triptych with which he has concluded his unfinished film cycle: lluminated Texts
(1982), Lamentations (1985), and Consolations (1988).

These films cannot be understood without an awareness of the degree to which Elder
has continued a very heroic and, in the 1980s, utterly unfashionable, conception of avant-
garde filmmaking. That conception was formed during the 1960s and the early 1970s by
the “visionary film” artists like Stan Brakhage, Gregory Markopoulos, Harry Smith, and, a bit
later, Michael Snow and Hollis Frampton. Despite their myriad individual differences, these
filmmakers shared an ambition for the extended film cycle that would exhaustively bring
an entire imaginative world into cinema. Brakhage’s The Book of Film, Smith's Heaven
and Earth Magic, Snow's Rameau’s Nephew and especially Frampton’s never com-
pleted cosmological cycle, Magellan, express the most expansive aspirations of cinema's
avant-garde tradition.

Beginning even with its title, The Book of All the Dead is a cycle marked by a full aware-
ness that Elder is a "belated” artist, as critic Michael Dorland has remarked. The energies
of the then-called New American Cinema were waning in the early seventies when Elder
was still a graduate philosophy student at the University of Toronto just faintly aware of
experimental cinema. By the time Elder launched himself into the major phase of his film-
making with The Art of Worldly Wisdom in 1979, the avani-garde’s weariness had faded
into exhaustion. Viewers’ interest dispersed and the artists were disillusioned. The films
themselves were increasingly institutionalized in galleries and universities and, in some
sectors of film culture, the avant-garde was assigned the subservient position of hand-
maiden to academic film thecry.

A combative and formidable critic, Elder entered this situation as a defender of ot least
the Canadian avant-garde as an integral aesthetic of cinema. He insisted that experi-
mental cinema could meet film theory on its own ground without being its servant. As
filmnmaker, Elder likewise assumed the duties of heir fo the “visionary film” tradition. Through
the 1980s he has played the role of defender of a faith, as both critic and artist, with great
determination. However, the measure of Elder's accomplishment as a film artist finally has
little to do with his formidability or his determination; rather it concerns the “visionary film”
aspiration itself, and whether Elder's great energy as an artist has enabled him tfo let it
loose, however “belatedly,” on the screen once again.

Eider’s earliest films included in The Book of All the Dead—Breath/Light/Birth (1975),
Barbara Is a Vision of Loveliness (1976), She Is Away (1975), and Permutations and
Combinations (1976)—show how quickly Elder became a refined, if academic filmmaker.
Under the surface, however, what happened with Elder proved more complex. Together
with his critical writings, Elder's early films chart an apprenticeship that is peculiarly
dialectical. Under the influence not just of Snow's films, but of Brakhage’s as well, Eider
sought a path to his own project through an opposition he perceived between these
two masters of the avant-garde. The signals of that pathfinding are broadcast with the
differences between, for example, the rapid Brakhagian camera movements and super-
immpositions of Breath/Light/Birth and the static set-ups of She Is Away.

In his essays, Elder properly understood Snow and Brakhage in a polar relation. Going
beyond the American critic P Adams Sitney’s “visionary”/“structural” antinomies of form to
describe Brakhage and Snow in epistemological terms, Elder tilted his argument toward
the then-emergent distinctions between modernist and postmodernist aesthetics. He
proposed an original interpretation of Snow as a key forerunner of postmodernism,
claiming that, in reappropriating the photographic dimension of cinema, Snow reintroduced
the dialectic of presence and absence that underlies representation. Developed in the
heyday of Abstract Expressionism, Brakhage's madernist cinema, in contrast, sought
presence and purist abstraction. Brakhage struggled to overturn the photographic/
representational base of film in the service of the artist’s manifest vision.

His interpretation of the dialectic between these two artists of the sixties avant-garde
cinema opened the way to a productive and influential reading of Canadian experimental
cinema, It also enabled Elder to show filiations between that cinerma and other areas of



Canadian art and thought. Although all this began as part of his self-education in film
aesthetics in the 1970s, Elder’s critical labours led him to become the leading writer on
Canadian avant-garde film theory during the eighties, yielding the seminal book Image
and Identity. which he completed during preparation of Consolations.

But his early filmmaking and aesthetic thinking, as academically productive and
persuasive as they were, lacked passion and force. Then, in 1977, Elder grew ill with a
disease that shrank his body and almost killed him. The first film reaction to his survival
could not have been more direct and passionate. Look! We Have Come Through!
(1978) is a brief, rapidly edited, joyous dance in cinema. It is also a powerful contrast to
the technical exercise Barbara s a Vision of Loveliness, his earlier dance film, Look!
We Have Come Through! marks a new start and, particularly, it initiates Elder's great
fascination with the body that runs throughout the rest of the cycle.

Nonetheless, Look! We Have Come Through! is only a slender prelude fo the series of
cinematic explosions Elder set-off between 1979 and 1984. These two years saw Elder
release three films that put him in quickening motion and sketched the basic themes and
techniques at the core of The Book of All the Dead. These are The Art of Worldly
Wisdom, Sweet Love Remembered and 1857 (Fool's Gold).

Because it reaches a new level of daring and thematic definition for Elder, The Arf of
Worldly Wisdom should be considered to have initiated his major phase. The film concerns
the constitution of the self and the vocation of the artist. These are themes of romantic
autobiography, and classic as well in experimental cinema. These themes, however, are
not worked out in the classic manner, but under ironic signs of their impossibility. The title
sequence, an elaborate homage to the filmmakers from whom Elder learned, is a veritable
essay on “the anxiety of influence.” If Elder is now ready to start “his own” filmmaking, that
hardly diminishes the shadow of the masters who have preceded him, If anything, his
critical studies only throw those shadows over him further. Thematically, too, the split-
screen images and plural voices on the sound track deny the unity of the self while many of
the episodes call attention to identity as a succession, or even superimposition of roles—son,
worker, teacher, pretentious twit, movie fan, and endangered tourist—at odds with the
epiphanic discovery of the romantic artist’s soul. Instead, Elder depicts himself, as a child
of the age of Bob Dylan and a confused and schelastically inept boy who grew up in the
heavy industrial city of Hamilton, Ontario.

The best he can manage for an artistic soul is the anthology of images and texts woven
into the film. The discovered self of the artist is itself composed, as it were, of “secondary
sources,” an anxious barrage of quotations. If Elder as an arfist has come into a vision, he
has come belatedly into a learned vision. Yet, for all this self-deprecation in The Art of
Worldly Wisdom, the serious truth important fo the whole cycle emerges: that the self is
produced by and in history, and that the modern subject never finds the substance of its
being in self-possession or in romantic transcendence. In the last segments, when Elder
shoots his wasted naked body into a mirror during the later stages of his disease, the
sound track joins these images to an anthology of quotations (from modern essayists like
Susan Sontag and Walter Benjamin) concerning how the self intensifies and concentrates
in the anguish of disease. If the artist has any seriousness, the passage suggests, it will be
gained in the suffering of the body and a breaking of the spirit and not in glorification of
his sensitivity.

A comparatively slight but sumptuous film, Sweet Love Remembered is a study in
nude cinematography and musical montage. It is a recollection of an imagined paradise
where two bodies are one and of a paradise lost, when the two bodies separate toward the
end of the film. As programmed in The Book of All the Dead, Sweet Love Remembered
comes immediately before llluminated Texts. This is exactly right, since that film develops
the motif of the body in concert with the motif of the natural landscape, elaborating an
edenic imagery of the body in nature, Sweet Love Rememberedis, then, a gentle pastel-
like sketch for the telling of the fall, perhaps the most obsessive structural motif that moves
through the rest of the cycle.

The third film preceding llfuminated Texts, 1857 (Fool’s Gold] (1981) is a miniature,
anticipating Elder's preoccupation with history. 1857 (Fool’s Gold) also advances the
artist's positive interest in intertextuality, mirroring as a strength the anxiety of influence that
accompanies the “secondary sources” in The Art of Worldly Wisdom. Here Elder begins
his complex deployment of quotations and allusions: of mathematics as a key motif; of
classical authors (here Lucretius) that contrast the ancient and the modern understandings
of the world; and of strong poets (here Ezra Pound, in anticipation of the large role he plays
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Muminated Texfs (1982] by Bruce Eider

in Consolations).

1857 (Fool’s Gold)is afiction that openly pretends to be ahistory, by the simple expedient
of using Daniel Defoe’s fictional A Journal of the Plague Year for its voice-over narrative
text. The pretended history indicates that Elder’s deeper concern is not with history as such
but with representation of history. The film is dense and allusive. The plurality of simultaneous
inferpretive activities it obliges the viewer to perform in its tight temporal span, and in the
single space of its technically degraded (by optical printing) imagery, mark 1857 (Fool’s
Gold) as postmodernist in the sense Elder develops when discussing Snow.

Defoe's A Journal of the Plague Yearhas a simple “"documentary” conceit: the author
seems to be reading over the shoulder of a plague survivor, He is the first of Elder’s several
witnesses of historical disaster, succeeded by the Holocaust victim in lluminated Texts,
and the survivor of the Nozi death camps in Consolations who are also represented by
voice-overs reading from found texts. The mathematics of 1857 (Fool’s Gold ), the guotes from
Pound and from Lucretius's De Rerum Naturam, superimposed on the heavily degraded
imagery rhyme with the logic of Defoe’s narrative. It plots the plague mathematically
along a geometrical curve of death. Because it "represents” the plague, the curve can
stand for a scientific representation of nature and, as such, it makes a prototypical modern
gesture in the pathetic face of human disaster. Moreover, the plague is not made by men,
a fact underscored by the quotations from Lucretius, and so, Defoe tells a history that
humans had to suffer but against which they could not act. In these ways 1857 (Fool's
Gold}is a miniature, a model for the representations of history that appear in the trilogy
of long films that follow where history takes on a tragic inexorability.

The three hours of llluminated Texts cross a border between experimental cinema's
Iyrical poetry and Elder's own philosophical epic filmmaking. The film opens with a crochety
bit of drama. Playing lonesco’s mathematics professor from "The Lesson,” Elder shouts at
his student, "It Isn't enough to be able to integrate. You must be able to disintegrate as
welll” In the film that follows, the fall into history follows that command and the film takes on
a kind of mathematical inflection: it is a subtraction machine that calculates its own
(though highly derivative) system entropically to generate a trajectory that plays out the
logic of history.

Although it is an epic, llfluminated Texis is the opposite of the long cosmological films of
the "visionary” avant-garde cinema. It is, in fact, an anti-cosmological work. To use an
expression of Eric Voegelin, this film traces a trajectory through “rmythic differentiation” from
a fullness imaged as paradise to the point where human feeling and modern reason
utterly fall away from any centring significance. llluminated Texts is the perfectly logical
nightmare of technological modernity. Elder's montage is rapid and the short, moving-
camera takes are assembled in quasi-musical ways that progress through a parody of
the mathematical logic of set theory. In fact, Elder programmed the image selection
partly by computer and running through the film is an animated colour chart that factors
out the parody of mathematics.

The montage sections of llluminated Texts are much more highly wrought than anything
Elder had done previously. The consfruction of image/voice/supertitie sets out images
from the modern world that are the consequences, or rather the unravelling, of the abstract
ideas expressed in the super-texts. The film builds on a collision of elements that works like
aeticlogy, stories of how things came to be remembered and named. But Elder puts
aetiology in reverse: his film is about how things come fo be forgotten and lose their
names. Instead, they are pulled into the technelogical grid of modernity where the lunacy
of instrumental reason gives them its purpose.

The richness of the film is owed to a collision of elements. On one side the conception of
the film is rooted in Sergei Eisenstein’s theory of collisive film montage. But on the other, there
is Brakhage's (self-Jexpressive camera movement, for Elder is implicated everywhere inthe
film as the punctual source of its vision, This visionary side of the work is a reason it
successfully seems like the waking nightmare of history. Nevertheless, the enfolding structure
of llfluminated Texts derives from a revision of Snow’s structural films. No less than Snow's
Wavelength, the masterwork of structural film, the shape of Elder's film is apparent from
the start. Yet—and here is his revision—that shape is given not by some single gesture of
cinema (for Snow's film, the zoom), but by the complicated interplay of many elements,
These articulate a trajectory through historical time that Elder maps onto Northrop Frye's
typology of myths and their biblical movement from paradise to apocalypse.

The colour scheme of the filmic imagery and the motif of the body, greatly developed
since Sweef Love Remembered, are two ways this irajectory operates. The images move



from the colours of spring and summer into icy blues of winter, from the plenitude of the
sea and rounded mountains to the jagged-shaped cities and on to the final and ruined
industrial site soon to be recognized as a Nazi concentration camp. Woven into this
progression of states and sites, and like it arcing over the whole course of the film, are
images of the body which underge parallel development. In paradise, the unity of subject
and nature is expressed by the juxtaposition of moving-camera close-ups of parts of the
body and fluid pans over landscapes (and seascapes, too). The overtitles at this point are
an anthology of poetry texts recalling a mythic state of oneness.

Gradually these images give way to others that acknowledge the presence of men,
and l|ater their buildings and depreddations, and the bodies appear whole and clothed
and often busy with activity. Here the overtities, and the new element of the voice-over,
articulate the work of consciousness as a process of separation. But, like the cclours, this
imagery and language evolves slowly as the film grows more complex because other
allusions and systemns are added to the mix. As a result, the forward movement of the film is
retarded. Yet, in contradiction to this, the rhythms of the montage that weave the ensemble
become increasingly insistent and, finally, viclent.

The film climaxes in actual fragmentation of the image itself, a virtuoso but also extremely
savage display of optical printing that shatters the image to a staccato of geometrical
shapes, accompanied by a long sound loop of the dreadful last prayer of a concentration
camp victim: "ls it far?” This literal shattering has, however, been long coming. Elder's
multiplication of the film’s subsystems, the constantly rising speed of the montage and,
finally, the emotional tension threaten to pull llluminated Texts apart. Meanwhile, the
viewer struggles with the "vertical” complexity of Eider’s montage to hold the film together
as an experience. Grasping the complex system of llluminated Texts, in fact even gleaning
the audio-visual information is progressively more difficult, However, the emctional effect of
the film can immediately be felt—as a devastation.

It is important that Elder is not an aesthetic hypocrite. He does not invite viewers into
Iluminated Texts in order to see a cinematic display of smooth assembly, Nor does he
promote viewers to masterful comprehension. Although with this film Elder becomes an
uncommonly powerful and elegant fimmaker, /lfluminated Texts enacts a powerful
deprival at the level of the viewer's experience. The images appear in layered clusters
and every cuf denies the fullness of each shot, just the opposite of continuity editing which
seeks to ease the viewer across each cut by making it invisible. At the same time, the
bombardment of words and voice-overs play havoce with one’s attention. Elder deliberately
ensures that the viewer cannot hold the film, even moment to moment, in a unified
reception.

Lamentations poses even greater difficulties for the viewer, beginning with its eight-
hour running time and then deepening with Elder's exacerbation of the audio-visual
complexity of the sound/image/supertitte montage. Moreover, while the structure of
Lamentations, carried by voice-over narrations and a geographic progression of the
images, seems obwious at first, that shape proves fo be an active deceiver. Dorland
describes it as "enormously parenthetical” and, on first impression, Lamentations seems
o be Elder’s "Finnegan’s Wake" to llluminated Texfs's “Ulysses”—a huge and elaborate
supplement. However, that comparison is misleading because it rests on an over-valuation
of llluminated Texts that its maker does not share. It is not any desire to revisit his previous
film that leads Elder to extend it, but a pronounced dissatisfaction with where llluminated
Texts left the artist which makes Lamentafions a necessary movement of The Book of All
the Dead.

The apocalyptic trajectory of llluminated Texts takes Elder fo the end of history; the film
is a brilliant working out of the logic of decaying consciousness that starts with the first fall
into mythic differentiation and travels o the disintegration of instrumental reason into
madness. That last moment is the artist's own. The final passage shows the faint image of
the filmmaker and his camera reflected off the surface of a screen behind which a deep
space opens onto the corridor of a Nazi death camp. In supertities, “nostalgia” is defined:
“the wounds of refurning.” Then further fitles, the very last of the film, invoke Nietzsche's myth
of the eternal return. More than a punctuation to the apocalyptic design, the Nietzsche
quetation offers an exit, a vision beyond history,

Lamentations at first seduces the viewer to that possibility. If division and disintegration
are fundamental themes in lluminated Texts, Lamentations seeks to go back fo
rediscover the primals of unity and integration. Clearly while the film was being shot, Eider
wanted to do just that, and he took a romantic quest backwards frormn one end of history
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Lamentations: A Monument fo the Dead
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o another, from Britain to the primitive pre-Columbian world of Central America, to meet
the eternal return.

Several voice-over characters embark on fravels in order to escape intolerable lives
created by the cold insanity of modern life. The weave of their voices (and they are never
seen, being constructions of voice and text) folds in and around the distended progres-
sion of the imagery toward not one but three profracted passages that dwell on the
“ecstatic” and the “primitive.” These are the lovemaking sequences that concludes Part
One; the extremely powerful moving camera montage passage of the Mayan temple
ruins of the Yucatan; and the climactic Indian dance. Each of these long passages is an
occasion for a filmic ecstasis, and the most incandescent filmmaking of Elder's career.

Nonetheless, Elder subtitles it A Monument to the Dead World. Each soaring passage
is sharply ironized, their ecstasies deeply undercut by mistrust. The lovemaking is accom-
panied by passages from Augustine’s Confessions sung by a very Protestant choir and
by a long dissection of Greek erotic poetry carried on by a pedantic voice-over. The
classics lesson and the Augustine passages bracket the release of the body to pleasure
and the lovemaking becomes what a supertitle calls it, “a platitude.”

The Yucatan segment recalls this erotic/religious connection: @ woman’s voice concludes
a leng and miserable sexual memoir and begins an ambiguous but passionate chant.
It expresses her masochistic desire to lose herself in bondage fo her lover, but it also seems
to be a prayer addressed ritually fo the devouring god before whom human sacrifices
were offered in this place. Finally, the Indian dance should provide the ideal image of
Nietzsche's eternal return. But the montage. though it dances too, reveals an Indian with
a face painted with the American flag, and tourists are visible in many shots. Meanwhile,
the voice-over calls for the film to end just such a “visionary” cliché as this. The speaker
sounds like some impossible avant-garde film producer demanding ecstasy for the film’s
climax, as a commercial movie mogul might require a happy ending.

That speaker is the filmmaker satirizing himself. Elder’'s own interpretation of these pas-
sages is to say that they are simulacra, romantic myths that exemplify the “unreality of a
systern.” The ironic undercutting of the film’s own ecstatic imagery comes down to a pathos
cruelly denied. With a long inheritance of romantic and modernist imagination behind it,
which Elder elaborately glosses in the long course of the film, Lamentations really does
insist that the sexual union, the pre-Columbian temple and the Indian dance are “holy
sites” somehow primal for human consciousness. But they are also sites from which the
sacred has inexorably withdrawn. A vision can be conjured only because the artist has
reached the stage of mastery where knowing how to conjure is his stock-in-trade. His
vision, however, is empty and false. All it points fo is a horrifying dilemma: either the total
immersion of nihilistic masochism offered by “primitive” sexual and “religious” subjection,
or the anguished implosion and systematic madness the modern world offers in its prison
house of forgotten feeling and ideas.

Lamentations was preceded by "A Statement” published as "The Cinema We Need.”!
Because this text had a controversial career in film criticism before the film was shown, it
became detached from Lameniations. Moreover, in writing @ general attack on
narrative forms in film, Elder further obscured the connection to his film. He argued that,
because its end is always there in its beginning, narrative is a closed system and, as such,
conforms to the circuitry of technological reason. The cinema needed would be open in
its forms, and especially open to “things in themselves.”

Elder could not claim he has ever made such films but what he hopes he has made are
films that af least contradict closed systerns of representation. Written during the produc-
tion of Lamentations, "The Cinerma We Need” generated debate in critical circles but it
was not actually a piece of film criticism. It should be regarded as self-reproach, just as
The Art of Worldly Wisdom is a self-satire. Under the disguise of critical rhetoric, Elder
speaks confessionally about the falsehood of the “journey back” fo origins in Lamentations.
The romantic quest is itself a closed form that expresses will to mastery. As such, it is itself a
great temptation of the “visionary” imagination. Elder goes on to accuse himself of
seduction, of "attempts to impose...by using strong effects, direct appeals, powerful
pathes.” These are exactly the pleasures Lamentations presses on the viewer and when
the film contradicts them with irony and mistrusts them as simulacra, it reproaches itself
and demands the deflation of its own imagination.

But where does that leave Elder and the cycle The Book of All the Dead ?The project
he initiated would seem to have foundered. The "visionary” inheritance of the avant-
garde and the revised structural cinema that seemed. for almost a decade. to empower



Elder for extraordinary filmmaking has really ended in Elder's elaborate critique. The
aspiration has given birth to A Monument fo the Dead World.

Consolations was preceded by an essay unusual for Elder, “Thoughts Remade Around
Silence."? Neither criticism nor a statement, composed in a cadence derived from the
later writing of Heidegger. the text attempts to work its way through the laments for
discoursive forms and structures that suggest his previous films toward a contemplative
“letting be.” That same attempt guides Consolations, Elder's most philosophical film and
one that concludes the cycle as another sort of curve, an asymptote to the cinema we
need.

Originally infended to be only fwo hours, the work grew into three parts running about
fourteen hours. Much of that growth can be attributed to two causes: the technical
decision to use intertitles in place of supertitles, and the desire to sum up The Book of Alf
the Dead dfter Elder decided to abandon the rest of the planned cycle. This later
decision takes definite shape in Elder's extended performance as Ezra Pound. Distributed
in numerous sections running throughout the film, these scenes consist of long takes in
which Elder appears as Pound in make-up and costume against flattened painted
backdrops representing various periods of the poet's life, Although an amateur perfor-
mance, Elder's readings of selections from the "Cantos” are dramatic and the effect is
weirdly solipsistic, placing the viewer inside the filmmaker’s identification with the poet and
yet also outside any empathy with Elder’s extraordinary arrogation of the role. The open
intention of the performance is ethical: Elder’s selections from the "Cantos” arc through
the film tracing Pound's movement from the bristling modernism of the British Vortex period,
to ranting propaganda of ltalian fascism. to the serenity and accepting brokenness of the
poet's last years in the insane asylum. This intent folds back to the anxiety of influence
apparent in The Art of Worldly Wisdom: Pound's trajectory is exemplary because his
vision ends in a disaster that finally permits him o see without a structure, a plan, a new site
of origins. Pound lived the disease of madernity to its bifterest end and, like the sickness in
The Art of Worldly Wisdom but with far greater depth, Pound has come through, to a
letting be at the threshold of Heidegger's “unconcealment of Being.”

The Pound passages of Consolations are not so different in kind from Elder’s constant
use of quotations and the montage portions of the film continue the usage in intertitles and
voice-overs, But the quotations no longer function ironically as in Lamentations nor do
they catch the viewer in the uncoiling of a structural system, as in lluminated Texts. Rather,
they are massively redundant in relation to the imagery and enormously repetitious
among themselves, but never obviously so in either regard. Athough quite similar in style to
its predecessors, Consolations is not a film of montage collisions, but a film of subtly
woven connections, The redundancies, the repetitions, and the connections proceed
under a contemplative regime that evolves slowly. Indeed, the whole film very gradually
slows down from the first to the third parts, until the sadly beautiful exaltation of the last reel.

The images are no longer clustered in rapid camera movement montages but are
usually static takes. Unencumbered by titles and comparatively deliberative in pace, the
images at last allow what Elder has denied viewers since Sweet Love Remembered, the
time to grasp the image and a view of his cinematography unobstructed by supertitles.
The themes that run through the images are at once familiar and reversed. Indian and
Central American dancers now appear in a play of musement. The structures of the
modern metropolis soar, no longer sinister and no longer treated as metonymies of the
modern but as enigmatic, almost abstract shapes under the sky and brightly reflecting the
sun. The nude body is shot, most often in extreme close-up, not linked to the landscape as
an image of edenic unity, but gazed at for its own beauty. The shots of landscapes and
seascapes and the footage from a NASA deep-space probe are allowed to stand alone
and contemplated as images.

All this suggests that Elder has abandoned structure. If one means by structure the forms
in flluminated Texts and Lomentations borrowed from Frye's typology of myths or
romantic quest narrative, this is true. Consolations loosens itself from the structured
trajectory and the struggle to get back to origins, the inherited forms of “visionary cinema”
in which the rest of The Book of All the Dead is so reflexively engaged. Moreover, here
Elder seeks no comparable structure and Consolations is his own release from his
inheritance (although the Pound performance, and several comic episodes intentionally
unmask him as still as insanely furious as any of the damaged moderns on their frantic and
iI-fated quests through Lamentations). Yet, in a series of acted episodes excerpted from
Oliver Sacks's "The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat,” his unseen patient, a profotypical
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Muminated Texts (1982) by Bruce Elder

modern suffering from a momeni-to-moment amnesia, comes to the edge of cure.

Much of Consolations constitutes a revisitation to other points in the cycle. For
example, the Holocaust survivor, who tells her story in fragmentary voice-overs running the
whole span of the film, experiences a gentle transfiguration in the film, the answer to the
terminal prayer “lIs it far?” in lluminated Texts. However, Elder salicits the memories of the
whole cycle in more delicate ways than to compare episodes, notice changes in style,
and the abandonment of structures. Consolations evolves from the despair of Part One,
again evoking modern history, to philosophical meditation in Part Two, where the images
are intertwined with texts that bring philosophers (especially Heidegger and Spinoza) into
aremarkably sweet exchange across the centuries on the topics of being, its appearance
in consciousness, the emotions, and thinking. Elder tends, in the earlier portions of the
cycle, to use quotations to get at the symptoms of the modern torment. But in this film, the
fitle, Consolations, properly invokes Boethius's "The Consolations of Philosophy” without
a trace of sarcasm.

The third section quietly slips from philosophy into philosophical theology. Several critics
have noted with dismay Elder’s interest in religion, although neither lluminated Texts nor
Lamentations could ever be said fo entertain religious beliefs, which are only part of the
dead. inaccessible world of the past. Faith is long dead for Illuminated Texts and Elder
laments the “withdrawal of the sacred” to emphasize the extreme disappointment that
the sites of the holy in Lamentations are empty simulacra. In Consolations, these sites
do not suddenly fill up again but, rather, the film arrives very slowly at an unconcealment,
an idea as indefinite as it is permeated with quiet expectation, But perhaps the crucial
texts come from Simone Weil, who managed in her life and in her theological writings to
suggest what a modern saint might be, in the aftermath of the death of religion. For Weil
the principle virtue is “aftention” and Consolations works with a grave rigour (though
interrupted by episodes of boisterous humour) to find an equivalent in cinema for that
virtue. Understanding “attention” to be a work of sensibility not an act of the will Elder seeks
to induce a meditative quiet in the viewer so that the labour of the film, and of watching it,
can becorme a letting go. The boisterous scenes, and the rollicking pixilated travel
montages serve as a release even from that quiet work, as well as reminding the viewer,
and doubtless the artist, that the state intended, an “"openness to Being,” does not come
naturally to anyone, particularly in the cinema, but should be the most natural thing in the
world.

Consolations is hardly a triumphant film. In fact, it carefully refuses the aesthetic
heroism that makes triumphant works possible. In glossing the romantics’ observations on
Dante and Milton, one of the intertitles recalls that in the West, evil is dramatic and exciting
and the good always seems rather dull. Avant-garde cinema is often made in anger and
sometimes in despair, but not always. As several major films by Snow, the older Brakhage.
and Ernie Gehr show, the possibilities of contemplative flmmaking are rich and these at
least point to a cinema we need. Elder has been unstinting in fury and in the precision in
which he has made devastating films like (lluminated Texts. Much of The Book of All the
Dead film cycle is loud and very dramatic about suffering. cruelty, and anguish,
consisting of films made by a young artist in his thirties full of outrage, spiky energies and,
from The Arf of Worldly Wisdom through Lamentations, also full of the inherited
romantic heroism of experimental film.

Consolations manifests a wiser wish for that inflamed young artist to disappear, as it
were, info The Book of All the Dead itself as if its completion could perform the rites of
death and birth. The wish has yielded a human fiction, a different aspiration than that with
which Elder began. Consolations is not about some paradise regained—for it is not
actually a religious film. Nor does it entirely abandon the truth that once, the West still
imagines, the fugitive gods spoke to men—for it is not irreligious. Instead, Consolations
rmoves toward a philosophically inflected suspension, arriving on the border of Weil's
virture of attention. For achieving that suspension, and for the quiet courage to go
slowly—to be so very long and intricate—the film is a perfect conclusion to the unfinished
cycle. Elder does not achieve even his fictional wish in Consolations of disappearing into
his cycle but he has succeeded in closing a circle between an avant-garde of violent
spectacle and a cinema we need with a film that glimpses an opening at its centre.

Bart Testa
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