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The avant-galde and othel alternatives

The types of cinema that I  wi l l  be discussing are ex_
tremely varied, and i t  might be argued that the only
th ing  tha t  un i tes  them a l l  i s  the i r  s ta tus  as ,o ther  to
orthodox narrat ive f i lmmaking. Another index of this
heterogeneity is the cluster of dist inct, i f  overlapprng,
terms denoting the f i lmic practices to be discussed
here: art,  avant-garde, experimental,  indepenoent,
and underground, to name the most widespread. Init i_
al ly, i t  is useful to bracket these terms and to frame the
discussion more general ly in terms of modes of f i lm
practice. Such a practice is defined by an integrated set
of economic, inst i tut ional, and aesthetic norms (Bord_
well  et a/.  1985, pp. xi i i -xv, 378-5).

From our point of view, the most pert inent modes of
f i lm practice are art cinema and the avant-garde, both
of which contrastwith the classical Hollywood mode of
f i lm practice. While the latter is characterized by i ts
commercial imperative, corporate hierarchies, and
high degree of special izat ion and division of labour,
the avant-garde is an 'art isanal, 

or ,personal, 
mode.

Avant-garde f i lms tend to be made by individuars or
very small  groups of col laborators, f inanced either by
the f i lmmakers alone or in combination with pnvare
patronage and grants from arts rnst i tut ions. Such f i lms
are usually distr ibuted through f i lm co-operatives, and
exhibited by f i lm societ ies, museums, and universaties

avant-gardes
Murray Smith

(consequently, such f i lms can only usually be seen in
urban centres-and only in a handful of those with anv
regulari ty).  lmportantly, this alternative system of pro-
duction, distr ibution, and exhibit ion is not driven by
profi t .  Avant-garde f i lms rarely break even, let alone
make a profi t ,  through the markets of either the mass
commodity orthe luxury i tem. There is no market in the
negatives of avant-garde f i lms, and truly famous prac-
t i t ioners of avant-ga rde f i lm have made their fame ano
fortune either through other act ivi t ies (Andy Warhol),
or through moving into the realm of the art f i lm (War-
hol, Derek Jarman, Peter Greenaway), discusseo
below. Most avant-garde f i lmmakers make a l iving as
teachers, technicians within the f i lm industry, or
through other day-jobs. ln this respect, the f i lmic
avant-garde is markedly dif ferent from the avant-qarde
in  mus ic ,  l i te ra tu re ,  and espec ia l l y  pa in t ing-J  fac t
which is obscured by the tendency of cr i t ics to talk of
the avant-garde, as i f  i ts condit ions of existence were
ident ica l  f rom d isc ip l ine  to  d isc ip l ine .

Within the domain of cinema, the avant-qarde dif_
fers not only from Hollywood cinema, butlrom that
other mode of f i lm practice known as art cinema
(even i f  there have been many practical and aesthetic
cross-overs, from Fernand Leger and Germaine Dulac
to Chantal Akerman, Jarman, and Sally potter).  Art
f i lms are typical ly characterized by aesthetic norms
that are dif ferent from those of classical narrat ive f i lms;
they are made within a somewhat less rat ional ized
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The aggressivity of the
avant-garde-the eye-slicing
scene in Bufruel's Un chien
andalou (19281

system of production; and they are often supporteo oy
government pol icies designed to promote dist inct ive
nat iona l  c inemas.  But  a r t  c inema is  s t i l l  a  commerc ia l
cinema, which depends for i ts existence on profi ts,
rather than the more ethereal rewards of status ano

Prest|ge.
So much fo r the  economic  and ins t i tu t iona l  na ture  o f

the avant-garde; what of i ts cultural and aesthetic char-
acter? l f  mainstream cinema is governed by an ethos of
entertainment-with al l  the associat ions of escaoism
and leisure implied by that term-the avant-garde, by
contrast, aims to chal lenge and subvert.  At i ts most
rad ica l ,  the  avant -garde asks  us  to  re th ink  fundamen-
ta l l y  our  p reconcept ions  about  c inema.  The tone o f  th is
chal lenge may vary widely, from the aggressive stance
of  Un ch ien  anda lou  (Lu is  Bunue l  and Sa lvador  Da l i ,
France, 1928) (the notorious eye-sl icing scene being
an apt emblem of i ts att i tude towards the spectator), to
the wit and playfulness of Robert Breer's work. An
evening of avant-garde f i lms ought to be thought-
provoking and st imulat ing, but offers no guarantee of
be ing  p leasurab le  o r  beaut i fu l  in  the  convent iona l
S C N S E S .

The 'otherness' 
of the avant-garde has been con-

ceived in two dist inct ways-as a paral/e/phenomenon
and as a reactive phenomenon. p Adams Srtnev
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i
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argues that the relat ionship of the avant-garde to com-
merc ia l  c inema is  one o f  ' rad ica l  o therness ' ,  in  wh ich
each operates ' in dif ferent realms with next to no inf lu-
ence on  each o ther '  (S i tney  1974,  p .  v i i i ) .  A l though
Sitney's study is the classic work on the American
avant-garde, this has become an unusuat perspecttve.
More typ ica l  i s the  v iew o f  Dav id  James ( l989) ,  who sees
the  avant -garde as  a ' reac t ive '  o r ' c r i t i ca l '  phenomenon,
cont inua l l y  cha l leng ing  and undermin ing  bo th  the
establ ished values of mainstream society and the norms
of orthodox aesthetic practice. Doubtless there nave
been ind iv idua l  avant -garde f i lmmakers  who have nao
l i t t le  knowledge or  in te res t  in  commerc ia l  c inema,  and
thus in intentional terms were forging a paral lel aes-
thetic. But looked at from a social perspective, even
the work of such f i lmmakers becomes bound uo in the
larger rhetoric of the inst i tut ions of the avant-garde.

But from where, one might ask, do these cultural and
aesthetic att i tudes come from? A ful l  sociological
explorat ion of this question is st i l l  to be undertaken,
and is certainly beyond the scope of this chapter. One
widespread view, art iculated in dif ferent contexts Dy
the  ar t  c r i t i c  C lement  Greenberg  (1939)  and the  ph i lo -
sophers Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheim er (1947 /
1979), is that the subversive strategies of the avant-
garde are a reaction to the r ise of mass culture. Such
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'k i tsch' 
cu l ture-to use G reenberg's term-relentlessly

reduces art to stereotyped patterns incapable ofarous-
ing active, intel l igent responses. The formulaic nature
of mass culture offers only a debased sentimental i ty,
providing nothing more than a temporary respite from
the regimentation of work. The fundamental ly stag-
nant nature of mass culture is masked, however, by a
continual str iving for superf icial novelty, and to this end
the 'culture industry'  (Adorno's phrase) co-opts every
genuine cultural expression to i ts own ends. And i t  is
this that gives r ise to the avant-garde, the dif f iculty and
obscurity of which is a del iberate act of resistance ro
such recuperation. The preservation of a sphere of
autonomous art ist ic practice-that is, one guided by
internal processes of development, not by the
demands of the socio-pol i t ical order-becomes, para-
doxical ly, a pol i t ical gesture. l t  functions-or so
Adorno and Greenberg, in their dif ferent ways,
argue-as a form of resistance to a society which
attempts to rat ional ize, commodify, and so degrade
every aspect of l i fe; in the words of Adorno, to reouce
even the 'purposelessness' 

of art to the 'purpose, 
of

commerce.

Of the many things that such 'alternative practices,
have chal lenged, narrat ive and 'real ism' have often
been prime targets because of their perceived dom-
inance in  commerc ia l  f i lmmak ing .  What  counts  as  ' rea l -

i sm'  i s  an  immense ly  complex  issue,  bu t  what  i s
objected to is the claim to real ism on the basis of an
accurate rendering of the perceivable aspects of the
world-continuity of t ime and space, for example-
wh i le  equa l ly  rea l ,  i f  no t  d i rec t l y  v is ib le ,  soc ia l  and
psychological processes are either ignored or mysti-
f ied. Narrat ive, or more part icularly the kind of tradi-
t ional narrat ive form associated with the nineteentn-
century novel and the Hollywood f i lm, has been
blamed for a variety of evi ls, but once again a constr ict-
ing  rea l i sm is  cent ra l .  'C lass ic  rea l i sm' ,  i t  i s  a rgued,
presents a contingent view of the world as i f  i t  were a
necessary inevitable one, and so inhibits both psychic
freedom and any impetus towards progressive social
change.  F i lms conform ing  to  such ' rea  l i sm '  a re  thought
to induce a kind of passivity in the spectator, while antr-
or non-real ist texts demand a much more active
response. The German dramatist Bertolt  Brecht is
one of the most inf luential sources for the cri t ioue of
'surface real ism' and the contr ibution of traditronar
narrat ive to i t ,  though kindred attacks can be found in
Surreal ism, the French nouveau roman, and the circle
of writers associated with the journal Tel quel, al l  of

MODERNISM AND THE AVANT.GARDES

which have fed into alternative f i lmmaking at some
point. A recurrent motif  in the history of avant-garde
cinema is the idea that cinema need not have become
a narrat ive form at al l ,  but could rather have modelled
itself  on other art forms, especial ly paint ing and music.
ln his book Abstract Fi lm and Beyond (1 977), Malcolm
Le Grice constructs a history of avant-garde cinema in
justthese terms, counterposing the origins of orthodox
narrat ive cinema in l i terature and theatre with the pain-
terly, poetic, and musical origins of the f irst avant-
garde experiments. In doing this, Le Grice was elabor-
at ing a gesture made earl ier by, among others, L6ge1
Dulac, Maya Deren, and the art historian El ie Faure:
'There wil l  some day be an end of the cinema consid-
ered as an offshoot of the theater an end of the senti-
mental monkey tr icks and gesticulat ions of gentlemen
wi th  b lue  ch ins  and r i cke ty  legs '  (1923/1967:4) .The
most extreme statement of this 'anti-narrat ive' 

senti-
ment may be found in the work of the 'structural-

material ist '  f i lmmakers of the '1 
960s and 1970s (to

whom we wil l  return). But surveying the history of
the avant-garde as a whole, i t  would be more accurate
to say that narrat ive has been displaced, deformed,
and reformed, rather than simply expunged alto-
gether.

Modernism and the avant-garde

The concept of the avant-garde is int imately related to
those of modernity and modernism. 'Modernity'  refers
to the network of large-scale social,  economic, tech-
no log ica l ,  and ph i losoph ica l  changes wrought  by  the
En l igh ten  ment  and the  Indus t r ia  I  Revo lu t ion .  'Mooern-

ism' is usually used to denote the period of dramatic
innovation in al l  of the arts, from around the end of the
nineteenth century (Symbolism and Aestheticism) up
to the Second World War, when the sense of a funda-
mental break with inherited modes of representation
and expression became acute. Modernism is tnus
above al l  associated with a pervasive formal self-
consciousness, though many would also identi fy a
thematic preoccupation with the modern city and i ts
technologies-with the exhi larat ion of speed and
rapid development, but also the potential for physical,
social,  and emotional dislocation (the latter erupting
amidst the former in Walter Ruttmann's Berl in: Die
Sinfonie der GroBstadt ( 'Berl in: Symphony of a City' ,
Germany, 1927).
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Renato Poggiol i  has described the avant_qaroe as a'cu l tu re  
o f  negat ion '  (1968:  107-g) .  Th is  co imi tment

to ceaseless (self-)cr i t ique may be seen as a pnme
ins tance o f  the  modern is t  emphas is  on  the  new
(a l though,  as  we sha l l  see ,  the  re la t ionsh ip  be tween
modernism and the avant-garde is a matter of consid_
erable controversy). While poggiol i 's study lhe Theory
of the 

.Avant-Garde pays l i t t le attention to f i lm, i t  ana-
tyses the very notion of the avant_garde and relates i ts
history. The term 'avant-garde, 

is mil i tary in orrgrn,
referr ing to the 'advance 

party, who inteirogate the
terrain ahead of the main army. (The mil i tarv basis of
the  metaphor  i s  sus ta ined by  t i t les  l i ke  ,F i lm:  

The Front
Line' (e.g. Rosenbaum ' l  983) a series of books on con-
temporary  avant -garde f i lmmak ing  begun in  the
1980s. )  ln  mid-n ine teenth-century  France,  the  re rm
was app l ied  metaphor ica l l y  to  revo lu t ionarv  po l i t i ca l
g roups  ( in  jus t  the  way tha t  one speaks  in  inq l i sh  o f'vanguardist '  

pol i t ics). Towards the end of the Ientury
the term's use was extenoeo so as to encompass tne
idea of, in Robert Hughes,s phrase, ,social 

renewal
th rough cu l tu ra l  cha l lenge, - ra ther  than over t l v  oo l i t i_
cal act ivi ty. This leads poggiol i  to talk of , two 

avant_
gardes ' -a  po l i t i ca l  and a  cu l tu ra l  avant_garde,  wh ich
somet imes wa lk  hand in  hand bu t  by  no  means a lways
do. This phrase was later used by peterWollen in a very
s imi la r  fash ion  to  d isc r im ina te  what  he  arqued were
two rather dif ferent currents of ,avant-gardism, 

within
f i lm history (Wollen 1975/j9g2a). Firs1, there is the
apoli t ical avant-garde, concerned more with develop_
ing  a  pur is t  f i lm aes the t ic ,  runn ing  f rom Leger  and
others in France in the 1920s through the co_o[erative
movements in post-war Europe and the United States.
Second,  there  is  a  po l i t i ca l  avant -garde,  runn ing  f rom

'Mode rn i sm ' i s  
usua l l y  used  to  deno te

the per iod of  dramat ic  innovat ion in  a l l
o f  the ar ts ,  f rom around the end of  the
nineteenth century (Symbol ism and
Aesthet ic ism) up to the Second Wor ld
War,  when the sense of  a fundamental
break wi th inher i ted modes of
representat ion and expression became
acute.  Modernism is  thus above a l l
associated with a pervasive formal self_
consciousness.

the Soviet montage directors in the j  92Os through to
the work of such directors as Jean-Luc Godard and
M ikl6s Jansco from the 1 96Os onwards. While Wollen,s
account has the virtue of giving us a broad perspecttve
on the  h is to ry  o f  avant -garde prac t ice  and in  mak ing
connections across that history that may not be
obv ious ,  i t s  v ice  l ies  in  i t s  over -s imp l i f i ca t ion  o f  spe_
cif ic phases of avant-garde f i lmmaking. Some avant_
gardists were apoli t ical,  some overt ly pol i t ical,  some
only implici t ly so. N/any were members or fel low tra_
vel lers of the left ist part ies, but some avant_gardists,
notably in l taly and pre-revolut ionary Russia, al igned
themselves with the far r ight. As David James has
argued, the posit ing of a ,single, 

transhistoric, self_
regulat ing avant-garde' occludes important dif fer-
ences  in  the  economic ,  cu l tu ra l ,  and aes the t ic  charac_
ter of superf icial ly similar movements. James argues
rather that there is a 'spectrum 

of alternative practices
which develop and decay with historical ly specif ic
needs and possibi l i t ies'  (1989: 22).

Moreover, Wollen's use of the phrase ,avant_garde,

cuts across the one we began with_that is, as a mode
of f i lm practice-in that his two avant-gardes share the'cr i t ical '  

stance, but otherwise dif fer dramatical ly in
te rms o f  the i r  ins t i tu t iona l  and economic  foundat rons .
We can see this by comparing the Surreal ists (part of
what Wollen terms the apoli t ical avant-garde) with the
Soviet montage f i lmmakers (the f irst manifestat ion of
an overt ly pol i t ical avant-garde), both active in the
1 920s and ea r ly 1 930s. The Soviets-ch ief ly Alexa nder
Dovzhenko, Sergei Eisenstein, Lev Kuleshov, V. l .
Pudovkin, and Dziga Vertov-began their careers in
the early years of the new communist state. Like Sovret
art ists in other f ields-the Constructivist painters, for
exampte-they were concerned to harness radical for_
mal  s t ra teg ies  to  Bo lshev ik  rhe tor ic .  Unt i l  the  1930s
such experimentation was supported by the state
(though not without controversy). Eisenstein,s Str ike
(1925), Pudovkin's Mother ( j926), and Dovzhenko,s
Arsenal (1929) al l  relate tales of revolut ion drawn
from Soviet history, organized around either a typical,'posit ive' 

hero, or the 'mass hero, (the proletariat rn
general),  or both. These narrat ives form the basis of
an  ag i ta t iona l  aes the t ic ,  in  wh ich  ed i t ing_as  the  labe l'montage '  

imp l ies -p lays  a  c ruc ia l  ro le .  Whether  con_
ceived primari ly in terms of architectural constructron
(Ku leshov) ,  d ia lec t i ca l  con f l i c t  (E isens te in ) .  o r  the  musr_
cal interval (Vertov), montage aimed to infuse the nar_
rative with a conceptual interplay out of which a
revo lu t ionary  a rgument  wou ld  emerqe.  The bru tar



The pofiticaf avant-garde-montage imagery in Arcenat (l-9291

inequali t ies of the Tsarist regime, for example, are
forceful ly rendered in the opening montage of Arsenal.
Shots of the Tsar writ ing a stupefyingly dul l  diary entry
( 'Today I shot a crow') are intercut with shots of an old
woman co l laps ing  f rom exhaust ion  as  she sows a  f ie ld ,
and others depict ing frustrated factory workers, hun-
gry  ch i ld ren ,  and a  man beat ing  a  scrawny horse  in
despera t ion .

France provides us with the f irst example of a ful ly
f ledged avant -garde f i lm communi ty  in  a  l ibera l
democracy. Over the course of the '1 920s a set of
ins t i tu t ions  deve loped th rough wh ich  non-commerc ia l
f i lms were made, distr ibuted, exhibited, and discussed
cr i t i ca l l y  (Abe l  1984) .  Whi le  there  were  cer ta in ly  ten-
sions and disputes within the French avant-garde, and
many of them centred on pol i t ical issues, i t  is not pos-
s ib le  to  bo i l  them down to  a  Do l i t i ca l  and an  aoo l i t i ca l
strain. lan Christ ie (1979) has proposed a tr ipart i te
division. First,  there were the f i lmmakers associated
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wi th  the  no t ion  o f  ' lmpress ion ism:  Abe l  Gance,  Lou is
Delluc, Jean Epstein, Marcel L'Herbier, and the early
Germaine  Du lac .  These f i lmmakers  genera l l y  made
narrat ive f i lms which dwelt upon subjective experi-
ence,  and exper imented w i th  the  ways  in  wh ich  c inema
could render aspects of that experience (e.g. Epsteint
La Glace A trois faces, France 1927). Many of these films
were feature-length and exhibited commercial ly; in
other words, they real ly consti tute an early effort to
forge a national art cinema. The second strand Christ ie
picks out is that associated with the notion of 'cinema

pur '  (ak in  to  E l ie  Faure 's  ' c inep las t ics ' ) ,  in  wh ich  the
formal and often abstract explorat ion of cinematic pos-
sibi l i t ies dominated. L6ger's Bal let mecanique (France,
'1 924) mixes such explorat ion with other tendencies;
la te r  f i lms  by  Henr i  Chomet te  and Germaine  Du lac
were  'purer ' s t i l l .  The abs t rac t  exper iments  o f  c inema
pur  have come to  be  thought  o f  as  the  qu in tessent ia l
modernist aesthetic.

Many authors regard the terms 'avant-garde' and
'modern ism'  as  essent ia l l y  synonymous.  Others ,  such
as Peter BLirger in his fheory of the Avant-Garde
(1984) ,  Thomas Crow ( '1  981) ,  and (wr i t ing  spec i f i ca l l y
on  c inema)  Pau l  Wi l lemen (1  984) ,  t rea t  them as  over -
lapp ing  bu t  d is t inc t .  For them,  modern ism most  appro-
priately describes a certain kind of formal innovation rn
the arts (above al l ,  autonomous, ref lexive strategies,
rooted in the Aestheticism of the late nineteenth cen-
tu ry )  wh i le  avant -gard ism imp l ies  someth ing  more
rad ica l ,  namely  an  a t tack  on  the  very  ins t i tu t ions  and
def in i t ions  o f  es tab l i shed prac t ice  ( inc lud ing  the
notion of art ist ic autonomy, that is, of a complete
separation of art from socio-pol i t ical l i fe). ( l t  shoutd
also perhaps, be noted that some commentators, l ike
John Harwood (1995) ,  a rgue tha t  the  te rm 'modern-

ism' ,  o r ig ina l l y  no th ing  more  than an  umbre l la  te rm fo r
the whole range of experimental art ist ic practices dur-
ing  the  per iod ,  now car r ies  a  spur ious  exp lanatory  and
eva lua t ive  fo rce ,  imp ly ing  as  i t  does  tha t  rad ica l l y  d i f -
fe ren t  a r t i s ts  were  a l l  in  the  gr ip  o f  an  under ly ing ,  un i -
f ied Zeitgeist The same could be said of the term
'avant-garde'.)

l f  we accept the definit ion argued for by BLirger and
Wi l lemen,  then the  honor i f i c 'avant  garde '  i s  most  ap t ly
app l ied  to  the  th i rd  g roup ing  o f  a l te rna t ive  f i lmmakers
in France identi f ied by Christ ie, the Surreal ists-even
if,  in a rhetorical gesture utterly typical of the avant-
garde, the Surreal ist poet Robert Desnos lambasted
the notion of the 'avant-garde',  associated as i t  was for
him with the lmpressionists and the Aestheticism of
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Jean Cocteau. The dynamic of ,negation, 
is not

restr icted to a cri t icism of mass culture by everything
outside i t ,  but operates within the f ield of avant_qarde
art ist ic practice as well .  Nothing is more charactJrist ic
of the avant-garde than disputes within i ts ranks about
which subgroup is most deserving of the epithet.

Surreal ism was born out of the ashes of an earl ier
movement, Dada. Dada had been founded in i  91 6 bv
a group of expatr iate art ists in Zurich, but the move_
ment became an international one, with practi t ioners
adopt ing  the  banner  in  Ber l in ,  Co logne,  and Newyork .
Tristan Tzara, the Romanran poet who became the
leader of the movement, moved to paris, which
became the major centre for Dada, as i t  was later for
Surreal ism. Dada is a nonsense word, and as such is a
clue to the nature of the movement, which was an_
archic, violently anti- tradit ional, and vociferously anti_
bourgeois-at least rhetorical ly. Many of the Dada
art ists had been involved in the First World War, and
the Dada movement has been understood as a reac_
tion of disgust at a society which could sustain such a
ba rba r ic wa r. l f  the war was the end_product of a soclety
supposedly bui l t  on the principles of rat ional i ty
espoused by Enlightenment phi losophers, then tne
means of protest against this society would have to
be irrat ional. This is the context in which Marcel Du_
champ began to exhibit  his ,ready_mades,_ordinary

objects, l ike bicycle wheels and the urinal he nameo'Fountain',  
signed ,R. Mutt, ,  and presented as a sculp_

ture. ln doing so, Duchamp offended not ontv the
assumption that art involves creative effort,  bui also
the assumption that only certain objects are appropn_
ate subject-matter for art,  and this does not include
utterly ut i l i tar ian ones. In the words of Thomas Elsaes_
ser, Dada sought 'ways 

of radical ly short_circuit ing the
means by which art objects acquire f inancial,  social,
and sp i r i tua l  va lues ,  (E lsaesser  19g7 :  17) , thus  fu l f i l l i ng
Burger's definit ion of the avant_garde as an attack on
the foundations of art ist ic inst i tut ions.

Several art ists associated with Dada made f i lms,
inc lud ing  Hans R ich ter  and Man Ray.  The most  accom_
plished Dada f i lms-completed some t ime after the
movement had disintegrated_was Ren6 Clair,s
Entr 'acte (France, 1924).fwo aspects of the f i lm stand
out. First,  whi le the outl ines of a narrat ive can De
found-involving the shooting of a man and his sub_
sequent funeral-the energies of the f i lm are invesred
rn a variety of non-narrat ive strategies which cut across
and often completely submerge i ts progress. Since
narrat ive is a form of rat ional i ty_we explain oursetves
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through stories revealing our reasons for doino
things-i t  becomes an object of attack, along wit i
standards of propriety (scattered across the ftlm are'crotch-shots'  

of a bal lerina, ult imately revealed to be
a bearded man in drag). Narrat ive logic is replaceo oy
an unpredictable mix of associat ive and abstract l inks.
Second, the f i lm was original ly conceived ano pro-
jected as a part of a larger performance: the f i lm acted
as an intermission (the l i teral meaning of ,entr_acte,)

within the Dada bal let Re/6che (,Cancelled,).  The sce_
nario for the f i lm was the creation of the painter Francis
Picabia, who wrote the bal let with the composer Erik
Satie (the two of them also ,star, in the f i im). Thus,
although the f i lm was directed by a f igure who was to
sustain a career as a f i lm director, i t  emerged very much
out of col laboration with art ists working in the plast ic
and musical arts. This was typical of avant_qarde f i lm
production in the ' l  920s, and to a lesser de"qree con_
tinued to be so throughout i ts history

Surreal ism was a more formal movement, with a
dominant leader (And16 Breton) and a more elaborate
theory, but which nevertheless continued the Dada
interest in the irrat ional. This was now buttressed by
expl ici t  appeals to Freud,s theory of the unconscrous.
ln an art icle from 1927 , Breton identi f ied two,methods,
of Sunealist composit ion: automatism (the attempt to
rel inquish conscious control of design in the actual
creation of the art object),  and the control led depict ion
of dream and unconscious imagery. What the two
methods share is the depict ion of chance and ,marver_

lous' juxtaposit ions, creating an impression of ranoom_
ness and irrat ional i ty forthe viewer, and thus a rejectron
of the idea that art must cl ing to the representation of
an everyday visible real iry.

Another notable feature of Dada and Surreal ism was
a fascination with popular culture: the Surreal ist canon
of f i lmmakers includes Georges M6lies, Buster Keaton,
Char l ie  Chap l in ,  and the  popu lar  French ser ia l  Fant6_
mas. This was a fascination shared by many other mod_
ernist and avant-garde art ists: an animated ,Charlot,
(Charl ie Chaplin) f igurine introduces L6qer,s Bal/et
mecanique, while Entr 'acte juxtaposes i is bal lerrna
with a host of references to popular attract ions_farr_
ground shooting-ranges, chase f i lms, and rol ler_
coasters. This suggests that the ,culture 

of neqation,
is,a l i t t le more complicated than i t  at f i rst appeJrs, for
whatwe have here are approving referencesto the verv
mass culture which the avant_garde is said to neqate.
P ie r re  Bourd ieu ,  in  h is  monumenta l  soc io logy  o icu l_
ture, class, and taste Dist inct ion, provides a clue: , the



avant-garde defin[es] i tself  in a quasi-negative way, as
the sum of the refusals of al l  social ly recognized tastes:
refusal of the middle-of-the-road taste of the big shop-
keepers. .  .  refusal of bourgeoistaste. .  .  refusal ofthe
teachers '  pedant ic tas te .  .  .  And so the  log ico f  doub le
negation can lead the art ist back, as i f  in defiance, to
some of the preferences characterist ic of populartaste'
(1979/1984: 294). This att i tude is del ightful ly ano
succinctly expressed in a slogan used by the German
Dadaist Georg Grosz: Chaplin beats Rembrandt!

These textual strategies were echoed by the viewi n g
habits that the Dadaists and Surreal ists adopted, at
least apocryphally. Breton claims that groups of them
would dri f t  in and out of cinemas, disregarding the
beg inn ings  and end ings  o f  par t i cu la r  f i lms ,  and break
out  p icn ic  hampers  and champagne wh i le  they
watched. The effect of such f leeting and broken atten-
t ion would be to undermine narrat ive unity and turn
fragments of narrat ive f i lms into prompts for an oneir ic,
associat ive spectatorship. Such behaviour also
evinced a nostalgia for an earl ier era of 'pr imit ive'

cinema, when attending the movies shared more
with the boisterous atmosphere of the fairground and
vaudevi l le than with bourgeois theatre or opera. The
h is to r ica l  accuracy  o f  such an  image o f  ear ly  c inema is
less at stake here than the fact that such an image was
used to upset more 'ref ined' conventions of spectator-
sh ip .  What  emerges  in  France o f  the  1  920s  is  a  d ia lec-
t ic, rather than simple negation, of avant-garde and
popular culture: the avant-garde may oppose what i t
takes to be bourgeois taste, but in doing so i t  fre-
quently embraces and transforms aspects of popular
cu l ture.

The Surreal ists had been inspired by the Russian
Revolut ion to bel ieve in the possibi l i ty of a radical ly
new society, and for a period in the late 1920s they
formal ly  a l l ied  themse lves  w i th  the  French Communis t
Party. There was always a tension, though, between
Surreal ist aesthetics and the demands of direct ool i t i -
ca l  ag i ta t ion .  The a l l iance w i th  the  Communis t  Par ty
eventua l l y  b roke  down in  1  935,  when 'soc ia l i s t  rea l i sm'
was adopted as the off icial aesthetic of the Communist
Party, f i rst in the Soviet Union and then in Western
Europe. In the Soviet Union i tself ,  Eisenstein, Vertov,
and the other montage directors increasingly attracted
cri t icism-for the al leged exclusivity and 6l i t ism of
their innovative work-in soite of i ts exol ici t  Bolshevik
commitments. Experimental montage was curtai led
when social ist real ism became mandatory in the Soviet
Un ion  in  1934.  Thus ,  fo ra l l the  d i f fe rences  be tween rne
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Soviet montage movement and the Surreal ists, there rs

an important paral lel between them in their incompat-
ib i l i t y  w i th  una l loyed and unadorned po l i t i ca l  ag i ta -
t ion, manifest in the events of 

'1 934-5 in both France

and the Soviet Union. That said, state repression of the

avant-garde was much more obvious under the total i-
tarian regimes of the Soviet Union and Germany, where

avant-garde practice was denigrated as, respectively,
' formal ist '  and'degenerate'.  I  n both cases, avant-garo-
ism was stamped out because i t  confl icted with, or
merely fai led to serve, off icial state pol icy. The dra-
matic decl ine of the European avant-garde in the
1930s is thus connected with a paradoxical feature of

the avant-garde ethos discussed by Poggiol i  (1962/

1968). Avant-garde art ist ic practice can only f lourish

under  l ibera l  po l i t i ca l  reg imes,  wh ich  are  w i l l i ng  to

tolerate vigorous expressions of dissent against the
state and society more general ly. In this respect the
avant-garde bites the hand that feeds, or, in Poggiol i 's
words ,  i t  pays  ' invo lun tary  homage '  (1968:106)  to  t f re
bourgeois l iberal democracies i t  attacks.

Post-war art cinema, polit ical
modernism, and Third Cinema

The rise of fascism and the arr ival of war definit ively
broke up the pre-war avant-garde movements in the
most l i teral sense: an entire generation of art ists was
geograph ica l l y  d isp laced,  po l i t i ca l l y  s i lenced,  o r  co-
opted. Afterthe war, three forms of cinema developed
with l inks to the pre-war experiments. First,  within the
insti tut ions of the international art cinema, f i lmmakers
l i ke  Godard ,  Jean-Mar ie  S t raub and Dan id le  Hu i l le t ,

G lauber  Rocha,  Nag isa  Osh ima,  G i l lo  Pontecorvo ,  Jan-
sc6, Duian Makavejev, RainerWerner Fassbinder, and
R5ul Ruiz produced feature-length works which inte-
grated radical- left  pol i t ics with varying degrees of aes-

thetic experimentation. Second, in Europe and more
visibly in the United States, a new generation of 'art i-

sanal '  avant-gardists emerged, whose interests were

extremely diverse, ranging from a continuation of the

abstract experiments of the 
'1 920s to pol i t ical satire. In

the 1960s a third type of radical cinema emerged,
reviving and developing the agitat ional practices of
the  Sov ie t  Un ion  in  the  1920s.  Th is  mi l i tan t ,  'engaged '

cinema shared with the art isanal avant-garde small-
scale production and co-operative distr ibution, and
the left ist ool i t ical aoenda of some art cinema

@
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directors; but i t  disdained the stress in both art ano
avant-garde cinema on authorship and aesthetics in
favourof agitat ion and pol i t ical intervention on specif ic
lssues.

Although the notion of an art cinema had existed
since at least the formation of the Fi lm d,Art company
in France in '1 

908, i t  was not unti l  after the Second
World War that European art cinema became f irmly
establ ished, with the succession of movements such
as  l ta l ian  Neo-Rea l ism,  the  French Nouve l le  Vague,
and the New German Cinema. A number of factors
account for i ts r ise at this point: new legislat ion in
many of the European countr ies to promote indigen-
ous f i lm cultures, combined with new opportunit ies for
foreign f i lms within the American f i lm market as a result
of the dismantl ing of vert ical integration.

The 'art '  in 'art 
cinema' is dif ferentiated from the an

of other cinemas in two ways. First,  art f i lms are usually
expressive of national concerns, even i f these concerns
are ones that, i ronical ly, make them international ly
marketable (for example, i t  is part ly the perceived
'Englishness' 

of My Beauti ful Laundrette (Stepnen
Frears, GB, 1985) that makes i t  of interest to American
audiences). Second, art f i lms attempt to conform with
canons of taste establ ished in the exist ing ,high, arts.
That is, art f i lms are general ly characterized by the use
of self-consciously 'artful '  techniques designed to dif-
ferentiate them from 'merely 

entertaining',  popular
cinema, these techniques frequently drawing on
national ly specif ic legacies within the establ ished arts
(Expressionist paint ing in Robert Wiene,s Ihe Cabinet
of Dr Caligari(Germany, 1920), the nouveau roman tn
Alain Resnais's Hrroshima mon amour (France, 1959)
and Last Year at Marienbad (France, 1961), l tal ian
opera in Bernardo Bertolucci's The Spider's Strategem
(ltaly, 1970)). These 'native' 

cultural markers are often
commingled with al lusions, cr i t ical or affect ionate, ro
American popular culture, this internal contrast further
h igh l igh t ing  the  na t iona l  spec i f i c i t y  o f  such f i lms .

This strategy enables the art f i lm to be vieweo at
home as partof a national culture, and abroad asexotic
or sophist icated-or both-and therefore as worthy of
the attention of an educated audience. In the United
States in part icular, simply being European gives a f i lm
an edge in this regard, because of the view of Europe
as the 'Old World' ,  repository of Art and Wisdom. For
this reason, art cinema st i l l  tends to be thouqht of as
European art cinema, even though a substari t ial  pro-
port ion of art-house material has for some t ime come
from Asia, South America, Austral ia, and f less fre-

The 'art' in 'art cinema' is differentiated
from the art of other cinemas in two
ways. First, art fi lms are usually
expressive of national concerns, even if
these concerns are ones that,  i ronical ly,
make them internat ional ly marketable.
Second, art fi lms attempt to conform
with canons of taste establ ished in the
ex is t ing  'h igh 'a r ts .

quently) Afr ica. 'Art cinema', then, is paft ly a matter
of the marketing and consumption of f i lms outside
their countr ies of production, and the circumstances
of production of 'an'f i lms varies widely depending on
the pecul iari t ies of part icular national f i lm industr ies.

In aesthetic terms, 'art cinema' encompasses a
diverse range of options, from the tradit ion of ,qual i ty ' ,

l i terary adaptations of Merchant- lvory, to the genre
reworkings of Claude Chabrol,  to the experiments of
Godard. Within this diversity, however, some consis-
tent trends and patterns stand out. David Bordwell
(1979) has argued that by the ' l  

96Os a dist inct ive an
cinema 'mode 

of narrat ion' had emerged. Where the
Hollywood f i lm typical ly featured a sympathetic prota-
gon is t  pursu ing  h is  o r  her  goa l  un t i l  an  unambiguous
conclusion was reached, the art f i lm dwelt upon cnar-
acters with less clearly defined and singular desrres.
This produced a narrat ive less clearly structureo Dy
explici t  temporal markers l ike deadlines, and enabled
the self-conscious use of style to evoke atmospnere
and ambiguity. In general,  the art f i lm foregrounds
narrat ion (the process of storytel l ing) as much as narra-
t ive (the action i tself ,  assumed to be the locus of atten-
t ion in the classical f i lm). Dist inct ive uses of stvle and
idiosyncratic narrat ional stances in turn become asso-
ciated with individual directors, around which the mar-
keting of art f i lms centre (a Chabrol f i lm is marketeo
pr imar i l y  as  a  Chabro l  f i lm,  no t  as  a  th r i l l e r ) .

Bordwell  sees this form as a modif icat ion of classical
norms of narrat ion and style, not a radical departure
from them. Although the art f i lm director has more
freedom to explore stylistic options, a story with recog-
nizable characters must st i l l  be told, general ly withrn a
screening t ime of between 80 and 180 minutes, srnce
these are commercial f i lms which must be exhibited in
the art-house circuit .  Forthese reasons, Bordwellcnar-
actenzes art cinema narrat ion as a 'domesticateo



modernism', and contrasts i t  with the more radical
departures from classical form found within the artrsa_
nal avant-garde. The key here, once again, is the free_
dom of art isanal f i lmmakers to explore spatial and
temporal form in the cinema outsrde any obl igation
to tel l  a story; and to make f i lms-with or withour any
traces of narrat ive-of any length, ranging from a few
seconds to many hours.

. 
Bordwells descript ion certainly appl ies to many an

f i lms o f  the  1960s and 1970s,  and captures  many o f  the
features of art cinema which dif ferentiate i  frorn
straightforward Hollywood-style fare. I t  is a descnp_
tion, however, only of the typical form of art f i lms our_
ing a specif ic historical phase, and for this reason
part icular art f i lms and directors wil l  fal l  outside i ts
ambit.  These include not only more conservative f i lm_
makers l ike Merchant- lvory where the ,art,  

usual lv
amounts to l i t t le more than a national picturesque'gloss' 

appl ied to classical narrat ive form, but also
those f i lmmakers who use the feature-lenqth format
for more radical ends-aesthetical ly, poi l t ical ly, or
both.

Chief among these are directors such as Godard,
Straub and Huil let,  and Oshima, for whom a radical
pol i t ical agenda must be art iculated within and bv
radical,  anti-real ist form-a trend often identi f ied as
poli t ical modernism or, in peterWollen,s terminology,'counter-cinema'. 

Wollen sums up the tendencies of
such f i lmmaking through seven contrasts with onno_
dox narrat ive f i lmmaking, such as those between , iden_

ti f icat ion' and 'estrangement,,  
and ,transparency, 

and'foregrounding'.  
The revolt and protests bv Frencn

students and workers in May 196g have com; to svm_
bolize this convergence of radical pol i t ics and experi_
mental form, but this was the culmination of
developments throughout the 1960s. In West Ger_
many in  1963 Jean-Mar ie  S t raub and Dan id le  Hu i l le t
made their f i rst f i lm, the short Machorka_Muff.  Like
their f i rst feature, Nicht verscjhnt (,Not Reconci led,,
West Germany, 1965), i t  explored the historv and
legacy of fascist pol i t ics in Germanv. Not i" .on_
ci led-subti t led 'Only 

Violence Serves where Violence
Reigns'-traces the history of a family across three
generations, from the First World War to the t ime of
the f i lm's making. The continuity of fascist bel iefs and
behaviour across the generations is rendered by a
patchwork of f lashbacks wh ich moves us back and forth
between dif ferent t imes without the usual transit ional
markers (dissolves, music, and so forth). The t i t le tnus
evokes at leasttwo connotations: the lack of reconci l ia_
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tion among various social groups in Germany, repre_
sented by dif ferent members of the familv; and the
refusal of the f i lm to provide a resolut ion-a reconci l ia_
tion-of the confl icts among agents and interests rn
the f i lmt narrat ive. The f i lm thus executes Brecht,s
dramaturgy in i ts narrat ive of , leaps, and ,curves, 

rather
than s imp le  l inear  deve lopment ,  as  i t  does  in  i t s  muted
performance style, both techniques seekinq a ,distan_

ciated' rather than highly emotive, putat i ; ly uncri t i_
cat, response.

Other important instances of the convergence
between experimental form and radical left  pol i t ics
were evident outside Europe. Oshima,s Nihon no
yoru to kir i  ( 'Night and Fog in Japan,, Japan, 1960)
depicted opposit ion to the US-Japan Security Treary
using styl ized tableaux and an intr icate f lashback struc_
ture to explore confl ict among dif ferent generations of
protesters. In Brazi l  the Cinema N6vo f i lmmakers_
among them Glauber  Rocha and Ruy Guer ra_exh ib_
ited a formal inventiveness and diversiV akin to the
Nouvelle Vague f i lmmakers who had inspired tnem,
but used them in treating overt ly pol i t ical narrat ives.
In  Cuba Ju l io  Garc ia  Esp inosa pub l ished in  1969 h is
manifesto cal l ing for an ' lmperfect 

Cinema,-one
responslve to popular needs rather than the high pro_
duction values of either Hollywood or most Euiopean
art cinema. In the same year in Argentina Fernanoo
Solanas and Octavio Getino argued for a ,Third

Cinema' -a  c inema o f  mi l i tan t  and in te rvent ion is t' f i lm ac ts 'a imed a t  undermin ing  the  neo-co lon ia l  s ta_
tus quo-which would be an alternative to both Holly_
wood (First) and art (Second) cinema. Developing a
model similar to the Soviet agitki  (short propaganda
fi lms, often disseminated by trains and trucks to rural
a reas  lack ing  screen ing  fac i l i t i es ) ,  and the  s imi la r  use  o f
f i lm by the Vietcong in the Vietnam confl ict,  Third
Cinema advocated the exhibit ion of f i lms on immedi_
ate rssues by activist,  student, and worker groups, to be
used as  the  bas is  o f  po l i t i ca l  d iscuss ion .  As  So lanas  ano
Getino (1969/1976) note, a kindred movement had
already developed in the United States, represented
by the Newsreel col lect ives, and the work of such f i lm-
makers as Robert Kramer and Emile de Antonro (a
practice sustained and developed in the 1970s by
Christ ine Choy and Third World Newsreel).  Although
the enthusiasm for such a project has waned or at reast
mutated in North America and Europe_an issue we
wil l  return to in the f inal section-the notion of a Third
Ci ne m a co nti n u es to be of rel evan ce to Th i rd World a n d
diasporic f i lmmakers in Europe and North America.

@
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The connections between European and Third
World radical ism were expl ici t ly represented in a scene
in Godard's Weekend (France, 1967), in which two
black immigrant workers declare a programme of mil i-
tant resistance to economic and pol i t ical oppression by
the West through guerri l la warfare. Within this apoca-
lyp t ic  f i lm,  wh ich  v iews European cu l tu re  and c inema
as profoundly decadent-the f i lm ends with the t i t le
' f in du cin6ma'-this dialogue represents the only vital
po l i t i ca l  p rogramme.  Godard 's  a r r i va l  a t  th is  moment
was not a straightforward one, however. His f i lms from
the beg inn ing  were  marked by  an  unpara l le led  fo rmal
playfulness in which Eisenstein and Brecht were both
obvious sources of inspirat ion. But in contrast to tnese
earl ier f igures, Godard's formal inventiveness in tne
first phase of his career was only occasional ly yoked
with pol i t ical radical ism. From ' l  964 onwards, however,
a n interest in socia l ist pol i t ics comes to occupy an ever-
more central role in Godard's work. Spurred on by rne
events of May 1968, Godard pushed the radical ism of
Weekend st i l l  further and formed with Jean-pierre
Gorin the Dziga-Vertov G rou p-named after an earl ier
master  o f  po l i t i ca l  modern ism,  and one o f  a  number  o f
f i lm cadres which formed in the wake of May 1 968. The
poli t ical 'essays' made by the group represented a
synthesis of ideas drawn from European modernism
with others derived from the activist and agitat ional
tradit ion extending from the Soviets to the Vietcong
(an inf luence cited in the black workers' speech in
Weekend) and the fol lowers of Third Cinema. ln tne
late '1 

970s, however, Godard again reoriented himself,
moving away from the heavi ly pol i t ic ized f i lms of the
ear ly  and mid-1970s,  op t ing  fo r  a  more  poet ic -and
commercial ly viable-form. Godard's retreat from an
over t l y  rad ica l  po l i t i ca l  c inema is  emblemat ic  o f  the
fate of pol i t ical modernism in Europe as a whole.

The post-war avant-garde

Along with better-known f igures such as Fri tz Lang,
Bertolt  Brecht, and Jean Renoir,  Hans Richter was
among the  le f t i s t  in te l l igen ts ia  who f led  Naz i  Europe
for the United States. The Second World War was a
turn ing-po in t  no t  on ly  in  the  ind iv idua l  l i ves  o f  so  many
art ists and intel lectuals, but in the history of the avant-
garde as a whole. l f  the centre of avant-garde activi ty
between the wars had been Europe (with paris often
ident i f ied  as  p lay ing  the  lead ing  ro le ) ,  th is  ro le  passed

to the United States, or, more part icularly, New York,
after the war. Just as Abstract Expressionism emergeo
in the post-war years as the f irst style of avant-garde
paint ing geographical ly rooted in the United States, so
a vigorous avant-garde f i lm community began to
develop. By 1962 a cohesive non-commercial system
of production, distr ibution, exhibit ion had been cre-
ated, with i ts centres in New York and San Francisco: a
cr i t i ca l  es tab l i shment  was no t  long  coming.

The presence of emigr6s l ike Richter also playeo a
role in these developments. Richter took up a posit ion
teaching f i lm at New York's City College Inst i tute of
F i lm Techn ique in  1943,  and in  1947 a t tempted to
bring the aesthetics of the f i lm avant-garde to a wider
audience with the feature-length f i lm Dreams that
Money can Buy. Funded by the art patron Peggy Gug-
genheim, the f i lm was comprised of a series of epi-
sodes, each of which represents a dream being sold by
a  dream sa lesman.  Obv ious ly  enough,  the  f i lm is  a
metaphor for commercial cinema-the dream factory.
The style of each episode, however, was anything but
commerc ia l ,  s ince  each was made by  an  es tab l i shed
avant-garde art ist (e.9. Max Ernst) and accompanied
by avant-garde composit ions (e.g. John Cage). Many
of the episodes were reprises of avant-garde works
from the 1920s. However, Richter framed these epr-
sodes with a narrated voice-over which motivates each
episode as a dream designed for each cl ient and their
part icular neuroses. Narrat ive coherence was to be the
bridgehead between avant-garde aesthetics and a
wider  aud ience.  But  the  f i lm found l i t t le  favour  w i th
the embryonic American avant-garde, perhaps
because i t  was in the process of establ ishing i ts own
insti tut ions, and in i ts aesthetics reaff irming that suspi-
cion of narrat ive so apparent in the pre-war European
avant-garde (Maya Deren, for example, complained
that 'narrat ive 

pattern has come to completely dom-
inate cinematic expression in spite of the fact that i t  is,
bas ica l l y ,  a  v isua l  fo rm ' ;1946:318) .  R ich ter  had recog-
nized that the avant-garde was 'blessed in i ts l iberty
and cursed in  i t s  a l iena t ion '  (Pogg io l i  1968:  109)  bu t
discovered that the avant-garde community were not
at this point interested in trading in any part of their
aesthetic l iberty for the sake of reaching a broader
aud ience.

Of  the  ind igenous f igures  in  the  nascent  Amerrcan
fi lm avant-garde, Deren is among the most signif i-
cant-not just for making one of the most inf luential
f i lms of the tradit ion, butfor her act ivi t ies as a promoter
and proselyt izer of the avant-garde. Her f irst and most



well-known f i lm is Meshes of the Afternoon, made in
1943 in col laboration with her husband Alexanoer
Hammid (another European emigr6). The f i lm depicts
a series of narrat ive loops, in which a dreaminq woman
(played by Deren) sees herself  in a number of r ienacing
confrontat ions with a husband (played by Hammid), i
mysteriously cloaked f igure, and several doppelgdn_
gers. Parker Tyler (1960), and later p Adams Sitney,
saw the f i lm as a precursor of a major ,genre, 

of the
American avant-garde: the ,trance, 

f i lm or ,psycho_

drama', in which a ,protagonist 
wanders through a

potent environment toward a cl imactic scene of self_
real izat ion' (Sitney j  97 9 : 21t).

Sitney situates this concern with ,self_real izat ion,

w i th in  the  Romant ic  t rad i t ion ,  tha t  i s ,  the  dominant
intel lectual and l i terary legacy deriving from European
philosophers and art ists of the eig-hteenth_century.
Expression of feel ing and the transformative power of
the imagination are the factors which l ink these twen_
tieth-century f i lmmakers with earl ier art ists; Srtneys
history is t i t led Visiona nJ Fi lm, stressing the powerful,
shap ing  fo rce  o f  the  ind iv idua l  a r t i s t i c  imaq ina t ron .
Other cri t ics have disputed the appropriatJness of
Romantic thought as the context in wl-r ich the Amencan
avant-garde is examined. While there are l imitat ions to
the approach, however, two factors weigh in Sitney.s
favour. First,  i t  is hard to conceive of avant_qarde cul_
ture in general without Romanticism. In i tJstress on
innovation and the continual violat ion of convenuon
over the values of tradit ion and the observation of
rules, the avant-garde is the apotheosis of Romantic
thought. Second, Sitney was in part taking his cue from
practi t ioners who cited ideas drawn from the Romantrc
tradit ion. Chief among these was the most prol i f ic f i lm_
maker in avant-garde history. Stan Brakhaqe.

Many of Brakhage,s early f i lms, l ike Re-f/ect lons on
B/ack (USA, 1 955), were trance f i lms. As his work oever_
oped, though, Brakhage massively expanded the scare
and visual vocabulary of such f i lms and intensif ied their
subjective character. The Romantic character of Brak_
hage's project emerges most clearly in his col lect ion of
writ ings Metaphors on Vision (original ly publ ished as
issue 30 of the journal Fi lm Culture).In Bralhage,s vrew,
the human subject loses i ts authentic iden"t i ty as rt
learns language, the conventions of pictorial p.rrp"._
t ive, and narrat ive-in other words, as i t  becomes
social ized. By 'wrecking, 

these conventions, as thev
are embodied in narrat ive f i lmmaking, f i lm can r.endur.
an 'untutored' 

perception and consciousness. In Win_
dow Water Baby Moving (USA, 1959), which deprcts
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his wife Jane giving birth to their f i rst chi ld, Brakhage
pursues this effect by counterpoint ing the sequential
development of the birth with repeti t ive abstract and
rhythmic patterns.

By the early '1 
960s two new notions had entered

c i rcu la t ion  w i th in  th is  mi l ieu :  the  New Amer ican
Cinema and underground c inema.  A  cent ra l  f iqure  rn
these developments was Jonas Mekas. Writ inq-of the'C inema 

o f  the  New Genera t ron ,  in  1960,  Me ias  saw
promising paral lels between the European art cinema.
In  a  fash ion  somewhat  s imi la r  to  R ich ter  in  the  la te
1940s, Mekas envisaged a cinema reconci l ing self_
conscious aesthetic seriousness with popular accesst_
bi l i ty, and incorporated under this rubric everytnrng
from Brakhage, Breer, and Marie Menken to earlv
direct cinema and independent feature narrat ives. In
1960 credence was given to this argument by the for_
mation of the New American Cinema Group. com_
prised of f i lmmakers, producers, performers, and the
cata lys t  Mekas h imse l f  . ln  l t961  the  group pub l ished a
statement in the journal Fi lm Culturewhich, in i ts relec_
t ion  o f  the 'p roduc t f i lm,and ,o f f i c ia lc inema, ,  

used tha t
rhetoric of negation so typical of the avant_garde
(Mekas 1961). However, the posit ive strateqies which
were to replace the 'product 

f i lm,were too"diverse to
hold togetherfor very long. result ing in a spl i t  between
the 'purist 'art isanal 

ethos, and a modif ied commercial
practice. Mekas promoted the former, which. increas_
ingly inf lected by the post-war youth and counter_
cultures, became known as ,underground 

cinema,
(Mekas 1972) .

Kenneth Anger's Scorpio Rising (USA, .l 963) is prob_
ably the most well-known icon of the underqround
cinema-part ly because of i ts early notorietyipart ly
because i t  combines superf icial accessibi l i tv with a
formidable density of form. Structured bythirt len con_
temporaneous pop songs, the f i lm fol lows the actions
of a biker and his associates, dressing and preparing for
a  c l imact ic  race  in  wh ich  one o f  the  b ikers  i s  k i l led .  Bv
jux tapos ing  the  songs  w i th  the  hedon is t i c  and n ih i l i s t i c
activi t ies of the biker gang, the f i lm continual ly draws
out of the pop songs the painful and perverse implrca-
t ions  w i th in  them,  bu t  eas i l y  over looked in  the i r  o r ig i_
nat context.

Another feature of Scorpio Rising representative of
broaderactivi t ies within the underground was i ts use of
col lage or assemblage-the creation of new worrs
through found or 'quoted, material.  Anger,s f i lm juxta_
poses original footage with rephotographed television
and cartoon material (and, of course, the soundtrack.

I
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which is also created in col lage fashion). The purest
fo rm o f  f i lm co l lage is  the  compi la t ion  f i lm:  a  f i lm
entirely comprised of footage l i f ted from other f i lms,
as in the work of Bruce Conner (and much earl ier.
Joseph Cornel l 's Rose Hobart,  USA, 1936).

, In 
Scorpio Rising, Anger! col lage works by a process

of ' reverse 
metaphor' ,  in which the traits and quali t ies

of the counter-cultural bikers are projected onto marn_
stream f igures we would normally regard as virtuous or
at least innocuous: chi ldren,s cartoons and images of
Christ (Peterson 1994:160-1). Bruce Conner,s work is
similarly subversive and ironic. His f i lm Report (USA,
1963-7) explores the Kennedy assassination through a
radio broadcast relat ing the bui ld-up to and aftermath
of the event, against which are placed repeated shots
of the motorcade, countdown leader, and other f i lmic
detr i tus, and a furious cl imactic montage intercutt ing
various shots of Kennedy with (among others)shots of a
bu l l f igh t ,  a  I igh t  bu lb  be ing  shat te red  in  s low mot ion ,
and an advert isement for a fr idge. Al l  of this is found
footage, re-edited to suggest new meaninqs: the bulb
becomes a metaphorfor Kennedy,s shatterJd skul l ,  the
bull f ight suggesting f irst Kennedy,s status as hero (the
matador), then his descent into the role of publ icly
slaughtered vict im (the bul l) ,  and f inal ly his status as a
commodity to be sold, l ike the fr idge. At the most
genera l  leve l ,  the  f i lm he igh tens  i t s  a t ten t ion  to  pub l i c
spectacles of violence-a theme also exploreo oy
Conner's A Movie (1 958)-by pointedly denying us a
d i rec t  v isua l  image o f  the  moment  o f  assass ina t ion
itself .

F i lms l i ke  Repor f ,  and many o ther  co l lage f i lms ,  g ive
the l ie to the argument that the avant-garde in Amerrca
is  who l ly  apo l i t i ca l .  In  add i t ion  to  the  ar t i sana l  works
discussed so far, there also appeared in the United
States in the 1960s some pol i t ic ized narrat ive f i lms
which form a paral lel with Wollen,s ,pol i t ical 

avant_
garde'.  Some of these were formally conventional fea_
tures l ike Nothtng but a Man (Michael Roemer and
Robert Young, USA, 1964), which dealt with bracrc
oppression in the American south. The closer paral lel
i s  w i th  Jon Jos t ,  who has  managed to  sus ta in  an  id io_
syncratic career as a 'guerri l la 

f i lmmaker, from the mid_
1960s to the present day. Involved early in his career
with the founding of a Newsreel offrce in Chrcago, Jost
went on to combine famil iar art cinema strategies with
more unusual ones. Speaklng Directly(|JSA, 1974),for
example, is an essay on the relat ions between indivi_
dual, private existence, pol i t ical power, and forms of
representation. The f i lm combines diary footage of

Jost 's everyday existence with staged, almost alego_
rical demonstrat ions of the f i lm,s main thesis (that al l
f i lmmak ing  is  in t r ins ica l l y  po l i t i ca l ,  no  mat te r  how ,per_

sonal '  or 'subjective' 
i t  appears to be), and corrage

sections using in one case documentary footage of
Vietnam, and magazine advert isements in another.

A rather pointed absence in my discussion of the
American avant-garde so far is the name Andy Warhol.
Warhol 's early f i lmmaking (1962-6) can be ,""n u, u
k ind  o f  h inge be tween the  1960s underground and the
avant-garde movement which was to command cri t ical
a t ten t ion  in  the  la te  1960s and ear lv  i97Os in  bo th
Europe and Amer ica :  s t ruc tu ra l  f i lmmak inq .  The most
obvious connection between Warhol,s f i l ls ano tne
underground is the expl ici t  representation of sexual_
rty-straight, gay, and polymorphous-in f i lms l ike Klss
and Blow Job (both 1963), Couch (1964), and My Hus_
t/er (1 965). But f i lms l ike S/eep ( ' l  963) and Emptre
(1 964) (eight hours of footage of the Empire State
Building, projected at sixteen frames per second) exhi_
bit  a dif ferent form of outrageousness: the refusal to
prov ide  even the  most  min ima l  d ramat ic  o r  v isua l
development.

I t  i s  in  th is  respec t  tha t  Warho l ,s  ear ly  f i lmmak ing
adumbrates structural aesthetics. Structural f i lms
empty themselves of apparent ,content, 

in order to
draw our attention to the functioninq of a part icular
aspect of f i lm technique. The most faious example is
Michael Snow! Wavelength (USA, 1967), a f i lm com_
prised of a gradual zoom shot across a loft  apartment,
interrupted by coloured frames, and accompanieo oy
the sound of an ever-r ising tone. Characters involved in
a murder narrat ive stray into this space, but none of th is
action deflects the zoom from its continual cropping of
the space or the sound from its relentless ascent
through the frequencies. In Warhol,s Couch, the use
of f ixed camera posit ions and the overt use of the
length of f i lm reels (the f lare at the beginning and
end of each reel is not edited out) give the f i lm an
obv ious ,  min ima l  s t ruc tu re ,  and emphas ize  the  mate-
r ial features of f i lmmaking almost in resistance to the'scandalous' 

sexual act ions which are depicted.
Sitney viewed Snow's work as a further development

w i th in  ' v is ionary '  
c inema.  l f  Brakhage had produced a

cinema of vision, Snow's achievement was to creare a
c inema o f  the  mind ,  in  wh ich  the  f i lms  metaphor ica l l y
represent or explore featu res of h uman consciousness.
This view of Snow's work, first proposed by Annette
Miche lson (1971/1978) ,  has  been luc id ly  e labora teo
by  S i tney  and Wi l l iam Wees (1982) .  But  ob iec t ions  to



Sitney's argument have been more common. The most
important of these seek to situate structural f i lmmaking
wi th in  modern ism ra ther than Romant ic ism (where  i t  i s
assumed tha t  modern ism,  wh i le  evo lv ing  f rom Roman-
t icism, makes a decisive break with i t) .  In Abstract Fi lm
and Beyond (1977), Malcolm Le Grice presenrs an
alternative history of the avant-garde to that proposeo
by Sitney. Le Grice situates the avant-garde within
modern ism,  in  h is  case drawing  imp l ic i t l y  on  the  in f lu -
ential account of modernism associated with Clement
Green berg. For G reen berg, modern ism represents the
phase in the history of an art when i t  ref lects upon i ts
materials and undergoes a kind of puri f icat ion (Green-
berg 1961/1973). Similarly, Le Grice traces efforts
through the history of cinema to focus on the pecul iar
propert ies of f i lm. To this is added the implication that
such work is pol i t ical ly radical-an argument more
exp l ic i t l y  made by  Peter  G ida l  (1989) - in  so  fa r  as  i t
demysti f ies the means by which f i lms are made. Le
Grice's own f i lms from this period, l ike Berl in horse
(GB, 1971), exempli fy this aesthetic; but one of the
purest examples of this form of ref lexive f i lmmaking
is David Crosswaite's elegant Man with the Movie
Camera  (GB,  1973) ,  wh ich  man ipu la tes  mi r ro rs  and
focus to create a series of enigmatic images of a f i lm
camera, explained as the f i lm i tself  reveals progres-
sively more parts of the apparatus. 'structural-material,

f i lm-as i t  came to be known in the Brit ish context-
represented the moment at which these 'specif ist,  

con-
cerns  fu l l y  rea l i zed  themse lves .

Structural f i lm dominated cri t ical attention, ano per-
haps practice, forat mostten years, but i tseems pivotal
for a variety of reasons. l t  was heralded, part icularly in
i ts Bri t ish manifestat ion, as an ult imate and pure man-
i fes ta t ion  o f  modern ism wi th in  f i lm.  Th is  as  accompa-
nied by attacks on other trends within the avant-qaroe
made with even more than the usual vigour. In cri t l ism,
one consequence o f  Le  Gr ice 's  v iew is  the  marg ina l i za-
t ion of a great deal of avant-garde practice-much of
the work of the Surreal ists and the underground-on
the grounds that the incorporation of 'dramatic'  ele-
ments  undermines  a  f i lm 's  rad ica l  and oppos i t iona l
status. In f i lmmaking practice, this puri ty consisted of
a more r igorous-o1to i ts detractors, r igid-expulsion
of al lvestiges of narrat ive. Consequently, viewers unfa-
mi l ia r  w i th  the  avant -garde f ind  s t ruc tu ra l  f i lmmak ing
the most puzzl ing and 'dif f icult '  

of i ts many trends. The
structural phase of the avant-garde is also important rn
inst i tut ional terms. Although certain f i lmmakers had
occas iona l l y  he ld  teach ing  pos i t ions  f rom the  ,1940s
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onwards, the emergence of structural f i lm coincided
with a much greater integration of the avant-garoe
community with art schools, universit ies, ano
museums.  S t ruc tura l  f i lm,  i t  m igh t  be  argued,  repre-
sents at once the apogee and the end of the avant-
garde-an idea most useful ly discussed in relat ion to
the notion of postmodernism later in this chapter

Feminism and the avant-galde

The importance attr ibuted to structural f i lm should not
obscure other signif icant developments in the wake of
the '1 960s underground. One of these is the emer-
gence of a more self-conscious feminist presence
within the avant-garde. To some degree, avant-garde
fi lmmaking has always provided opportunit ies for
women's expression denied them in the mainstream,
jus t  as  i t  has  fo r  gays .  Du lac  in  the  1920s and Deren in
the 1940s were important both as theorists and as
practi t ioners, and both made f i lms of proto-feminist
import:  La Souriante Madame Beudet (France, 1923)
and Meshes of the Afternoon. There have clearly also
been other women f i lmmakers-such as Marie Men-
ken,  a  ma jor  ear ly  in f luence on  Stan  Brakhage,  and
la te r  f igures  such as  Sh i r ley  C larke  and Joyce Wie-
land-whose signif icance has been underestimated
in  many avant -garde h is to r ies  (Rab inov i tz  1991) .  But
i t  is only with the emergence of the post-war women's
movement in the 1 960s that 'woman' as such becomes
a major focus within the avant-garde.

Underground c inema embod ies  the  no t ion  o f  'S ix -

t ies l iberation',  but as often as not underground f i lms
echoed,  ra ther  than cha l lenged,  the  cons t ra rnrng
representations of women found in the mainstream.
Robert Nelson's exuberant neo-Dada Oh Dem Water-
melons (USA, 1965) may subject racial stereotypes to
parodic distension, but i ts footage of a naked woman
caressing herself  with a watermelon hardlysubvertsthe
sexua l  economy o f  the  mains t ream f i lm,  in  wh ich
women are usually the object and rarely the subject
of the erotic gaze. A number of women f i lmmakers,
however, turned underground aesthetics to feminist
ends ,  inc lud ing  Barbara  Rub in ,  Anne Severson,  and
Carolee Schneemann. Schneemann's Fuses (USA,
1967) is a diary f i lm concerned with the detai l  of her
erotic l i fe with James Tenney, and was made part ly out
of dissatisfact ion with two f i lms made by Brakhage
about this relat ionship. The f i lm breaks with patr iarchal

@
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conventions of the representation of women not bv
denying the female body as an object to look at, but
by placing i t  in a ful ler context. In addit ion to rove_
making, we see unerotic, domestic act ion. The naked
female body is not ideal ized through soft focus and
mode l led  l igh t ing .  Moreover ,  Schneemann is  o re_
sented as an init iator in the sexual act, and shots of
Tenney are just as frank and frequent as those of her.

This strategy was not welcomed by many in the
women's movement atthe t ime, because of the at least
superf icial resemblance between Fuses and porno_
graph ic  f i lms ,  wh ich  by  the  ear ly  1970s  had become
a target for many feminists (as did earl ier, apparently
l iberating representations of women, such as Brak_
hage's Window Water Baby Moving). A very different
type of f i lm, drawing heavi ly on feminist theory
emerged in the '1 

970s. In ,Visual pleasure and Narrat ive
Cinema'  (1  975)  Br i t i sh  c r i t i c  and f i lmmaker  Laura  Mul_
vey argued that the narrat ive and visual construction of
orthodox narrat ive f i lms embodied a patr iarchal ideo_
logy  in  wh ich  women were  e i ther idea l i zed  orpun ished,
but either way dim in ished. Her ca l l  for the ,destruction,

of the pleasures derived from such cinema_orefi_
gured by Claire Johnston s (1 973) discussion of'women's 

cinema as counter-cinema'_inspired her
own f i lmic practice (e.g. penthesi lea, GB, 1974, and
Riddles of the Sphinx, GB, 1977 , both made with peter
Wol len) ,  as  we l l  as  in f luenc ing  tha t  o f  yvonne Rarner  rn
the United States. Rainer,s fhe Man who Envied
Women (USA, 1985), for example, is structured around
a female protagonist who is never visible; she is ren_
dered only through voice-over. Her husband, the man
in the t i t le, is by contrast doubly visible, in that he is
played by two actors. So the f i lm reverses the potari ty
that, according to Mulvey, structures Hollvwood
c inema,  by  exempt ing  the  main  female  .haru . .e r
entirely from the look of the camera and spectator. In
this, as in her other f i lms, however, Rainer does not
simply adopt Mulvey's or anybody else! thesis; rather,
the f i lm interweaves a great mult i tude of theories, ano
types of footage and imagery, around a narrat ive core,
tending to play them off one another rather than
endors ing  any  one.  In  add i t ion ,  the  f i lm ques t ions  the
sexual pol i t ics not only of Hollywood, but also of the
avant-garde i tself .  The f i lm ,quotes,the 

opening of Un
chien andalou and implies that the sl icing tf  the
woman s eye is not merely a provocative,shock,image,
but another manifestat ion of misogyny.

ln their efforts to create a feminist cinema in formal_
not merely thematic-terms, the work of Mulvev ano

@

Rainer echoed that of European f i lmmakers l ike Mar_
guer i te  Duras  and Chanta lAkerman.  Such f i lms  shared
with structural aesthetics a profound suspicion of con_
ventional narrat ive-Rainer once talked of the ,tyranny

of narrat ive-but as the inf luence of structural f i lm
waned, narrat ive returned with a vengeance, becom_
ing a major object of concern for both feminisrs ano
others within the avant-garde. Several factors moti_
vated this renewed attention to narrat ive. paul Wil le_
men questioned the idea that there was a stabte
relat ionship between a part icular kind of form (l ike
structural form) and an 'avant-garde, 

or cr i t ical effect.
The functioning of dif ferent strategies had to be re_
addressed in each new context. Wil lemen argued that
the investigation of historical questions was a priori ty,
and that narrat ive was essentialto such a project. Other
f i lmmakers became concerned aboutthe exclusivity of
the avant-garde, a problem highl ighted by structural
f i lmmak ing ,  and one tha t  bo th  R ich ter  and Mekas had
tr ied to solve. Sal ly Potter turned to narrat ive form and
famil iar narrat ive types in Thri i ler(GB,. l  979)-albeit  in
a novel way-in order to connect with the pleasures of
conventional narrat ive cinema and so address a poten_
t ia l l y  la rger  aud ience.

Along with this return to narrat ive came a renewed
attention to expressivity in various ways. Some femin_
ists, l ike Schneemann, had always found themselves
out of tune with the detachment of structural f i lmmak_
ing .  S imi la r  remarks  were  made by  younger  women
fi lmmakers whose careers began in the 19g0s, sucn
as Vivienne Dick and Su Friedrich. Friedrich,s Gently
down the Stream (USA, j  981) consti tutes a part icularly
interesting case because of the way i t  returns to rne
highly expressive mode of the trance f i lm, while
reshaping i t  for feminist and lesbian ends. Here, the
dreams of the implied protagonist concern anxiet ies
over  her  lesb ian  des i res  and re l ig ious  a l leg iances .  The
gradual and painful passage to a new sexual identi ty is
suggested by a progression of water images, each one
suggesting greatercontrol overthe waterthan the last.
Like Brakhage, Friedrich scratches words onto the sur_
face of the f i lm, but where Brakhage uses this as a way
of underl ining the personal nature of the f i lm, in Fried_
rich's f i lm scratched intert i t les vie with imaqes for
domination of the f i lm in a most un-Brakhaqea"n man_
ner. ldenti ty, i t  is implied, wi l l  occur part i-y through
Ianguage, not by transcending i t .  And l ike Window
Water Baby Moving, the f i lm is f i l led with birth imagery,
but rather than being rendered as a natural process to
be experienced in the most ,untutored,fashion pos_



sible, here i t  is presented as a metaphor for the drea_
mer's dif f iculty in attaining selfhood.

The return of interest in narrat ive and expresslvlty
has been evident in a diverse range of practi 'ces since
the  mid-1970s:  New Nar ra t i ve ,  New Ta lk ie ,  C inema o f
Transgression, and most recently, New Underground.
ln contrast to the heyday of the siructural f i lms, there is
l i t t le cr i t ical consensus about which mode or style of
f i lmmaking is most important. As in the avant-qarde
more widely, styl ist ic plural ism has been a featr]re of
avant-garde f i l  m over the last twenty years. There have
been moments of such plural ism before_in the 1920s
for example-but i t  is widely held that the contemoor_
ary situation is qual i tat ively dif ferent from earl ier
phases ot avant_garde and modernist practice. This is
the shif t  denoted by the term ,postmodernism,.

Postmodelnism and the paradox of
tradit ion

The term 'postmodernism, 
has come to assume a

bewildering variety of connotations, but for our pur_
poses these can be reduced to three. In the f irst use rt
refers to the styl ist ic plural ism noted above. In archi_
tecture, where this version of the phrase has been
part icularly important, i t  refers to the eclect ic mixing
of various historical styles in the design of bui ldings (a
dominant trend in post_war architecture). The problem
with this definit ion, at least as i t  is extended to f i lm
history, is that the mixing of radical ly dif ferent stytes
was already evident in the work of m"ny . l  920s avant_
gardists (as we have seen). A rnoru ,opi ir t icateo ver_
sion of the postmodern argument claims that i t  is not
the mere presence of eclect icism, but i ts cultural posr_
t ron  and use,  tha t  has  changed.  Rather  than func t ion_
ing within an avant-garde ethos in which the qesture of
mixing styles consti tuted a typical attempt L o..rpy
the posit ion of most advanced and subversive trend, in
postmodern culture styl ist ic plural ism marks an
exhaustion of the subversive energies and ambit ions
associated with the avant_garde. ln Fredric Jameson s
words, 'al l  

that is left  is to imitate dead styles, to speak
through the masks and with the voices of the styles in
the  imag inary  museum,o f  the  pas t  (1991:115\ .

Writ ing more than a decade before Jameson, and
reworking the mil i tary metaphor underpinning the
notion of avant-gardism, Harold Rosenberg ui ,uo
that we have entered a period in which the culture of
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negation is replaced by a ,demil i tar ized 
zone, f lanked

by avant-garde ghosts on one side and a chanqino
mass culture on the other, (1972:219). The once !ubI
versive styles of the avant_garde have been assimilated
by mass culture, so that the gap between nominal lv
avant-garde products and popular, mass cultural ones
is greatly reduced. ls there such a dif ference, one might
ask, between Sadie Benning,s Jol/ ies (USA, 1990),
which explores the f i lmmaker,s passage into jesbian_
ism with hand-held, pixelvision video footaqe and a
soundt rack  o f  rock  tunes ,  and uny  nr rnburL f  musrc
videos which place imagery ransacked from the
avant-garde under the song being marketed? The
avant-garde has become nothing more than a posture
of aggression and defiance; postmodernism repre_
sents a kind of disenchantment with i ts high ideals.
lndeed, in what is perhaps the ult imate indignity, tne
very phrase 'avant-garde, 

has now become a market_
ing device i tself ,  asthe name of a new l ine of deodorant
in  1994.

Paral lel with the absorption of once_subversive
styles within the lexicon of mass culture, the oblects
of the avant-garde have become useful commodit ies
for the 'Establ ishment,,  

in the ful lest sense of that
sometimes vague word. ,Avant_garde' 

paint ings and
sculptures adorn the walls of major corporatiois and
wealthy individual cl ients. They at once consti tute use_
ful market investments, and signify a supposed com_
mi tment  to  cu l tu re ,  educat ion ,  and re f rnement
transcending the material ism of the market. l f  the
Cologne Dadaists had once subverted the pol i te con_
ventions of the art gal lery by forcing patrons to enter an
exhibit ion through a mock lavatory, the inst i tut ions of
ga l le ry  and museum have had the  las t  laugh by  s imp ly
continual ly expanding the objects which coul j  accrue
va lue  by  be ing  exh ib i ted  w i th in  them (ur ina ls ,  b r icks ,
latterly dead sheep and heads sculpted from frozen
blood). Peter Br- irger writes of the emerqence of a'Neo-avant-garde' 

in the 1 96Os_a n inst i lut ional ized
avant-garde which, by definit ion, undercuts i ts own
rhetoric of subversion (BLirger 19g4: 5g). More bluntlv,

Paral lel  with the absorpt ion of once_
subversive styles within the texicon of
mass culture, the objects of the avant_
garde have become useful commodities
for the 'Establ ishment, ,  

in the fui lest
sense of that sometimes vague word.
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Christopher Butler states: 'Aesthetic 
subversion nas

. .  .  become revolut ionary pantomime' (1980:122).
The notion of postmodernism has proven to be com-

pell ing to many, but a host of questions can be raised
about i ts legit imacy. A common complaint is that i t
overlooks the presence within modernism of the defin-
ing traits of 'postmodernism' (e.g. Crow I981: 257).
One might also question whether the idea of the
avant-garde ever had the power which we assume
was ascribed to i t  before the Second World War; per-
haps this is merely a symptom of an ongoing nostalgia
for an idea which was always regarded as utopian.
(Rosenberg notes that doubts about the continued
existence of the avant-garde have been voiced atmost
as long as the avant-garde has existed-not least by
members of the avant-garde.) Similarly, one can ques-
t ion the assumption that there was a moment when
avant-garde practice stood wholly outside, or success-
ful ly chal lenged, the operations of the art market. This
is true even in the case of the f i lmic avant-garde, in
spite of i ts displaced posit ion in relat ion to arguments
about a general,  cross-media avant-garde. Avant-
garde f i lmmaking has never been embraced by cor-
porations and col lectors (notwithstanding the suppon
of  Peggy Guggenhe im in  the  1  940s  and 1  950s ,  and the
brief f l i r tat ion of the Ford Foundation with grants to
Anger, Conner, and ten otherf i lmmakers in the 1960s).
But the f i lmic avant-garde has become an establ ished
part of art schools and many museums, and in Britain
has increasing t ies with television (for which the avant-
garde is another supplier of material for i ts ever-
expanding broadcast hours). More general ly, many of
the styl ist ic practices of the f i lmic avant-garde-espe-
cial ly col lage-have been adopted by music vioeos,
TV advert ising, and credit sequences (think of Michael
Moore's TV Nation, USA/GB, 1994-5). lf it did once
maintain a more authentical ly avant-garde status-
relat ive to similar practices in the other arts- i t  surely
no ronger  ooes .

J. Hoberman argues that the moment of postmo-
dern ism can be  descr ibed as  the  moment  when the
'oxymoronic 

tradit ion of the new'-Rosenberg,s
descript ion of the avant-garde-'had truly become a
t rad i t ion '  (1991:  117) .  The scept ica l  v iew wou ld  ho ld
that, paradoxical ly, the avant-garde has always in prac-
t i ce ' t ru ly 'worked as  a  t rad i t ion .  In  the  words  o f  James
Peterson, 'The Amer ican avant -garde communi ty
trumpets the ideal of aesthetic revolut ion, but l ives a
rea l i t y  o f  re f inement  and rev is ion '  (1994:  186) .  The
rhetoric of negation has always existed alongside the

@

practice of imitat ion; the dream of a ' total l iberation'
from al l  pr ior conventions is just that-an unattainable
Tantasy.

Taking al l  of this into account, i t  might be argued that
reports of the death of the cinematic avant-garde have
been premature, at least i f  we operate with a more
real ist ic perspective regarding the ambit ions and
achievements of the historical avant-gardes. There
are st i l l f i lmmakers who work outside commercial srruc-
tures, depending on their own resources and grants,
and who see the i r  work  as  cont inua l l y  cha l leng ing  the
styl ist ic and att i tudinal norms of the mainstream. When
we survey the contemporary scene, we can recognize
descendants of al l  the various strains of avant-garde
practice I have discussed: col lage in Lewis Klahr's Iales
of the Forgotten Future (USA, 1988-91), for example,
orthe fusion of Surreal ism and the underground in The
Deadman (Peggy Ahwesh and Keith Sanborn, USA,
1991) .  Even the  goa ls  o f  po l i t i ca l  modern ism have
survived, in the form of a pol i t ic ized postmodernism
in which the role of representation in pol i t ics is as
central as i t  was for pol i t ical modernism. Laura Kipnis
(1986), for example, advocates the 'refunctioning' 

of
pre-existenttexts in such a wayasto real izetheiroppo-
sit ional potential,  as in the re-edit ing of popular tele-
vision shows in Dara Birnbaum's work. Here, however,
the focus on pol i t ics and ideology is combined with
both  a  susp ic ion  o f  un iversa l  o r ' to ta l i z ing '  c la ims (e .g .
those of Maxist class analysis), as well  as the more
relaxed att i tude to narrat ive and i ts pleasures noted
above (for example, Potter's Thriller, and some of the
fi lms associated with the 'New Queer Cinema', such as
Todd Haynes's Poison, USA, 1990). And so i t  is that
some cri t ics talk of a 'postmodern 

avant-garde' (e.g.
Sayre 1989)-a contradict ion in terms forthe version of
postmodernism I began with-in which the cri t ical,
subversive, and utopian aspirat ions of the historical
avant-gardes are sustained. The status and value of
the avant-garde thus remains a contested issue, as, rn
dif ferent ways, i t  has been through most of i ts history.
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