Representation

THE WORLDS WE REPRESENT

In the second chapter we saw that the seemingly simple substratum ot
the cinema. visual perception. is an immensely complicated and dis-
puted concept. In contrast. the issue of representation which stands be-
tore us now as the next level to be treated has never been thought ot
as simple by anyone and has been an explicit battleground for com-
peting theones of the cinema. It will be even less possible here to pre-
sent a satisfactory summary of views and arguments surrounding this
issue. S0 vast 1s 1t. touching even upon the nature of thinking itselt.
But we can highlight and isolate the special conditions of representa-
tion which govern the cinema and the peculiar questions which the
cinema raises as questions ol representation.

Amidst all the varying types of experiments with perception. barely
outlined 1in Chapter 2. there dominates a nearly univocal beliet in the
importance of ““attention”” in visual life. Only acts of cognitive expec-
tation permit our eyes to move and focus in such a way that we see
tmages. D. W. Hamlyn. berating all mechanistic discussions of per-
ception, including even Gestalt psychology, demands that we study not
just the eye. the stimuli. and the neural patterns of the brain. but the
general conditions at play in any moment of perception.! Qur eyes work
differently in different circumstances, literally forming different im-
‘ages depending on the expectations which guide their use.



38 Concepts in Film Theory

Given this framework, we would have to say that the general cir-
cumstances of perception lor the cinema spectator seem quite limited
and specific in the tirst instance. We enter a theater and stare in front
of us at a two dimensional screen for two hours. Yet within this strait
jacket our eyes expect to coagulate film grain into shapes. objects, ac-
tions. and scenes: more important they expect to do so in ways which
mimic the nearly unhimited viewing circumstances of life in the world.
Cinema perception i1s a mode of *‘seeing as’” wherein we see an array
of light and shadow as a parucular object and we see several hundred
tfragments of a full Alm as a particular wortd. Far from being a rare
ocecurrence in perception, or a particularly devious one, cinema here
joins mynad other instances of *‘seemng as.”” instances in which we
notice an oscillation between what our senses deliver to us and how
we identify this. Certainly the most startling cases ot this involve il-
lusions, but as E. H. Gombnch, Nelson Goodman. and others have
stressed, this structure of experience is ubiquitous.” In daily life we are
prone to idenufy geometric patterns ot sumult (an oblong, for exam-
ple) as objects named by a different geometrical igure (a round table,
set obliquely to our eyes). If this as the case for vendical perception,
how much more pervasive 1s “seeing as™ for explicitly judgmental vi-
sual acts which organize percepts into coherent wholes. We adenuty a
set of varied stumuli not only as human bemngs. but as a group we call
“the class™™ and oppose 1t to another blend of sumuti which we name
““the teacher.”” Our experience, in short. does not merely add to our
perception. it makes perception possible. tor we perceive inferentially.

Goodman has pursued the consequences ot these observations to the
end. arriving at a pluralistic and nomunalist philosophy which makes
explicit use ol art. There 1s no primary real world which we subse-
quently subject 1o vanous tvpes of representation. he contends.” Rather
it makes tar more sense to speak of multiple worlds which individuals
and groups construct and live within. Worlds are comprehensive sys-
tems which comprise all elements that fit together within the same ho-

rizon. including elements that are before our eves in the toreground of

experience, and those which sit vaguely on the horizon forming a
background. These elements consist of objects. feelings, associations,
and ideas in a grand mix so rich that only the term ““world™" seems
large enough to encompass it

Goodman is fond of using art as an explanatory model for his notion
of “*world.”” We step into a Dickens novel and quickly learn the types
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of elements that belong there. The plot may surprise us with its hap-
penings, but every happening must seem possible in that world be-
cause all the actions, characters. thoughts, and feelings represented come
from the same overall source. That source, the world ot Dickens. is
obviously larger than the particular rendition ot it which we call Oliver
Twise. It includes versions we call David Copperpield and The Pick-
wick Papers 100. In fact, it 1s larger than the sum of novels Dickens
wrote, existing as a set of paradigms, a global source trom which he
could draw. Cut out from this source are anachronistic elements like
telephones or space ships. and elements belonging to other types of
fiction (blank verse, mythological characters, and even accounts of the
life of royalty).

It should be clear that even such a covering term as **The World of
Dickens™" has no ninal solidity or authority. A young reader of David
Copperpeld and Oliver Twist might consider these texts o be versions
of 4 world of education and tamily relations which concem him out-
side of literature. The Dickens scholar naturallv would consider these
texts (0 be part of the complete writings ot Dickens. What they rep-
resented tor Dickens himself, who lived within them dunng the vears
of their composition. no one can say. One goal of interpretation has
always been to make coincide the world ot the reader with that ot the
writer. Although not a tutile enterprise. the difficulties of accomplish-
ing it, or ot knowing that it has been achieved. are obvious.

Artworks are indeed suitable examples of worlds and worldmaking.
for they are cut off in time and space trom our cveryday life. Not only
is "The Woman Weighing Gold"" a world within a frame which can
hold a viewer's entire attention. so also is the Vermeer room in a mu-
seumn featuring his work. The museum itself is a kind of world that we
enter and leave bringing with us expectations, memones. particular codes
ot behavior. and a very special type of perception.

But out on the bustling street we likewise live in a world divided by
comprehensive types ot interest. For most of us the world of politics
ex1sts as 4 separate sphere to which we occasionally attend. This is an
immense world frequently represented for us on the news or in papers.
The New York Times editorial on “*detente’’ is a version of part of this
world as is the rebuttal of this version printed the next day in Pravda.
Whatever encompasses our attention is a world we have constructed to
live within. Whatever organizes our sense of that world or of some
portion of it is a version: and versions we call representations.
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THE WORLD OF AND IN FILM

Goodman's formulation makes it possible to speak of standard sense
perception as “‘representational”” in that each percept consists not only
of its own quality but also of an indication potnung to the world to
which it betongs. ““This 1s a chair in the dining room™™ or “‘this is a
swarm of molecules™ is an equally true statement pertaining to a sin-
gle ocular impression which the physicist had as he came down to
breaktast. The frst statement fits into his domestic world and the sec-
ond into his professional world. Nor can we say that one statement is
truer than the other, if both ure 1n fact true to the worlds in which they
belong.

The philosophical issues here go back centuries and can hardly be
solved in this chapter. Does the Eskimo actually live in a world of
multiple cold, white substances that we identity grossly and simply as
snow? Goodman refuses to accord priority to the world of the chemist
for whom such substances are particular definable states of the H,O
molecule.* Whether we agree with him or not. it is cnough that recent
philosophy has provided us with the room and the terms to permut
4 subtle description of the processes and etfects ot art 1n general and
ot the cinema in particular. Fortuitously, the relevant issues that crys-
tallize around the noton of “world™" dernive not just from Anglo-
American language philosophers like Goodman but trom continental
phenomenology. Santre’s wrnitings on the tmaginaton. Alfred Schutz's
sociology of ““life-worlds.”” and Mikel Dutrenne’s **Phenomenology
ol the Aesthetic Experience™ give weight to the common parlance of
film critics who have always been comtfortable with phrases like
“Chaplin’s world™ or “*The World of Citizen Kane.*

[nstinctively we have cut off from our other expeniences the special
sensibility. gestures. and obiects that belong to Chaplin’s films or that
fit into the kind of sepulchral space exemplifed by Citizen Kune. More
generally theorists and the average spectator have cut off from ordi-
nary life the world that exists within the movie theatre. **The World
of Film™ suggests the mechanism by which anything reaches the screen
and. on reaching it, affects us. Instead of being a catalogue of things
appearing on the screen (as in the Chaplin and Kane examples) *the
world of film™" is a mode of experience. rather like '‘the world of
imagination.”’ How does the cinema represent anything for us? In trying
to answer this question Goodman advises us not to measure the ade-
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quacy of our representations against some supposed *‘reality’ existing
beyond representation but to isolate and analyze the peculiarities that
make up the representational system of the cinema and that make its
etfects distinctive.

Now the nrst elements of cinematic representation are perceptual.
Earlier we discussed the tension of beliet and unbelief in cinema as
equivalent to the oscillation between looking and seeing or seeing and
recognizing which is the integral structure of perception in general. It
s this equivalence that permits the casual. though philosophically na-
ive, claim that “‘reality " is rendered in cinematic perception. More ac-
curately we should say that the structure of ctnematic perception -is
readily transiated into that of natural perception. so much so that we
can rely on intormation we construct in viewing tilms to supplement
our common perceptual knowledge (which is ulso. as we have often
noted. constructed knowledge). This explains the confidence that ju-
rors place in cinemauc records submutted by a lawver. or that astron-
omers have in video images sent back from Mars. or that cthnologists
have 1n [ootage brought back by cxplorers to distant lands. In all these
instances cinematic information supplements what we know about one
or another ot the worlds we nhabit.

To some degree the tension between beliet and doubt operates in
every iconic sign system: the cinema. sull photography. drawing,
painung, and so on. In cach of these an image stnves to produce the
effects of natural percepuion through a process quite different from nat-
ural perception. We effectively recognize our triend in an image pro-
cessed by Kodak.

If cinema heads our hierarchy of such sign systems. so that the jury
accepts a fhilmed record ot the murder but refects a drawing by an
evewitness and even a sull photograph. it is due to cinema’s mechan-
ical and temporal aspects. The automatic registration of light on cel-
lulotd involves us in squinting at the image 1o “"make out” the object
in the glare and the grain (whereas a drawing could be much more
clear). And the temporal flow which throws us from one image to the
next demands that we adjust our recognition of what we see to the overall
image which organizes itself gradually before us. But it is just this work
that makes us assent to the film image. for ordinary perception in-
volves precisely the same types of work even if the actual visual cues
(the stimuli) are somewhat different. So at its basis cinema may be
said to represent the numerous objects signified in light and shadow
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over the course of an hour or two. But cinematic representation is more
than a sequence of photographs. tor the thousands of phorogrammes
meld into pictures of scenes enduring over ime. [nstincuively we strive
to put disparate scenes together so that the entire projection coheres.
Thus. from the automatic operation of the phi phénomenon which pro-
duces movement out of stauc and separated photogrammes to the clas-
stfication of an entire tilm. the mind actively constructs images trom
the light that sumulates it. At the tirst level the percepts we identity in
the ffowing grain depend in a major way on our cxpectation that they
will contribute to the larger representation which 1s at stake in the film.

These still images then become animated and begin to pull us through
the film along what Béla Balizs called a current of induction® toward
a final representation. It 1s this ultimate sense ot a developing repre-
sentation that makes the individual photogrammes readable and that
likewise assures their smooth tinkage in montage. Yet what is this fi-
nal representation other than a4 construct butlt up ot the individual trag-
ments 1t supposedly makes comprehensible? Just as the basic percept
of ciema is 2 unit constructed out ot light and shadow on film grain,
so the entire cinematic representation s & major unit our mind puts
together. More important. the structure of cinematic representation from
beginning to end is one of process. where fragments are ruled by the
wholes they add up to. und where beliet and unbelict keep our cves
on the screen while our mind ¢glides into the world of the represen-
tatton.

Quite simply the oscillanion at the heart of all instances of *“seeing
as™ hecomes in the cinema a vacillation between beliet and doubt. The
cinema lascinates because we alternately take 1t as real and unreal. that
is. as participating n the tamihiar world ot our ordinary experience yet
then slipping into its own quite different screen world. Only an un-
usually strong act of attention enables us to focus on the light. shadow,
and color without perceiving these as the objects they image. And. on
the other side. only an cqually strong hallucinating mode of attention
can maintain from beginning to end the interchangeability of what we
perceive and the ordinary world. negaung all difference of image and
referent. Cinema would seem to exist between these two extremes as
an interplay between ““the real and the image.”” The lilm experience
in general and every instance ot viewing a film can be analyzed in terms
of a ratio between realistic perceptual cues and cues which mark an
ctfort and type of abstraction.

BRAPASID n - et et 1 n

Representation 43

Contributing to the sense of reality (of immediate apperception and
non-mediation) are at least four elements, some of which Christian Metz
outhned in his earliest writing.

1. Expenmental preconditions. such as the darkened auditorium.

2. Analogical indices such that the image of an object shares actual
visible properties with its referent.

3. The psychological imitation which cinematic low provides of the
actual tlow of reality. Importandy, movement in the cinema is uc-
tual movement, not represented movement. and our mind is brought
alive by it.

4. Finally, the lure of sound, which establishes a second sense 1o ver-
ify the tirst and which analogically is more exact than image rep-
resentation.”’

All ol these characteristics tend to put us in tront of a filmed image
as it we were n front ot a real scene in life. What keeps us from ;;c-
cepung the image as life 15 a tissure which we sometimes leap, some-
times retuse (o feap, and most often straddle. Consisting of such ex-
periential counters as bodily immobility, of nonanalogic aspects such
as foreshortening, and of the more basic fact that the scene has been
put betore us by another. these anti-tllusionisuc clements lead us o
treat the ilm not as lite but as an image in the Sartrian sense. as a
presence of an ubsence.’

All tilms present themselves to us as real/image according to various
ratios. To move across the bar is to shift intentionality 1n 2 manner not
unlike what happens in tigure/ground experiments. Reality 1s here taken
to be a type of consciousness characterized by certain indices of ap-
pearances and u certain mental actuvity. To shift o the imagiary is 10
move, as in davdream. to another ““realm’™ while stll adhenng to many
of the phenomena associated with our reality state. ) '

The crucial marker of this particular experience of osciilation is the
frame itself. The trame 15 the physical embodiment of the bar between
image/reality and it marks as well the case that this experence is pre-
sented (o me by another. I must attend ““there™ to the frame and not
elsewhere. Classically sated. the screen as ““window ™ is a place of
Perccption: as ““frame’" or border it delimits and organizes perception
for signification. Jean Mitry saw this long ugo.”

The frame keeps us off our guard. We search the screen as we search
any perceptual field, yet we feel the force of *“this particular’ dispo-
siion of objects and shapes. The supertluity of the facts of the visible
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world imprints itself on every image. but the trame demands selectiv-
ity and mouvation. We are given over to the world, yet we are given
over to signification. Nor 1s this the end of it. for the image changes
before our eyes: both the nlm and the world move on. The fact of
movement introduces the category of narrative or. at least, its possi-
bility. For while the framed 1mage dissolves belore us and the vibrant
life of perception is reaffirmed. this flow engages a narrative intention-
ality marked by reframing and shot changes. Although we perceive the
dissolution of every scene. we group scenes into events that are not
allowed to fall away but are held together as on a chain.

From the angle of phenomenology. narrative refers to a type of con-
sciousness into which audiences lock themselves when attending to the
chain of movement in a nlm. It involves a particular form of image
processing wherein sensations are read as significant in their temporal
and causal interrelation. The study of narranve m cinema ought there-
fore to begin with a determination of our relationship to the images
and 1o the current of induction which runs through them, pulling us
alter it. Such determtnations would amount to genre studies i we for-
malized their results, since they would name and describe the custom-
ary relation into which spectators lapse (or against which they strug-
gley with regard to the hlmed matenial and its organization.

If every tilm s a presence ol an absence. we are still obliged to
differentiate the types ot imaginary experience possible within various
ratios ot this relationship. A hlmed image may be considered the pres-
ence of a referent which 1s absent in space tlive TV coverage) or in
time (home mowvies). It may also be taken to be an image which is
non-existent or whose extstence is not 1 question one way or the other.

Consciousness immediately makes decisions about the status of the
image and from these decisions it processes the tilmic tlow in different
ways. If the absent reterent 1s deemed nonexistent we attend to the
peculiartties of the image. necessarily striving to give existence to an
unknown. If. on the other hand. the absent reterent has solidity for us
(as & friend or a public figure 1n whose existence we believe), we may
utilize our recognition of the image to launch our consciousness into a
state which calls up a smise-en-scene of the umaginary, producing nos-
talgia, desire. and the like. "

In this way we can consider our relation to the flow of various types
of movies. In the home movie situation cach point interests us not as
an accumulation of a past (retention) throwing us into a necessary fu-
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ture (protention), but only as a potential triggering device allowing a

shift of consciousness. We wish to transcend the home movie by means

of one or two of its images and attain a more private state. In other

words, the intention of “*conjuring up the past’ lords it over the basic

intentionality of ‘*movement,’’ using the life of movement to restore

the dead past. Our frequent recourse to still-frame and creep-speed
projection techniques certifies this hierarchy.

Documentanes achieve a variety of ratios of presence/absence or
image/referent. Since in most cases we know and believe something
about the referent and its world, the documentary can sometimes serve
the imaginary function already described in relation to home movies.
We use and discard a hundred minutes of the Rolling Stones in order
to recognize those five minutes that are sutficient to launch us into
reverie. The sound track in such a film already guarantees this sort of
response. But if the film is about an obscure woodcutter of the North-
west, we must attend to the specifics of the image and try to build a
sense of a world about which we know little even though we may have
“fauh™ in . Every documentary relies on our faith in its subject
and. more 1important, utilizes our knowledge ot it. Barbet Schroeder's
portrait of 1di Amin'' summarizes a good deal of data through voice-
Over narration in its first five minutes. but otherwise forces us to pro-
cess the images of Idi within a field of consciousness already full of
the Idi story. Indeed like many documentaries. Schroeder's film was
under hittle compunction to achieve formal closure since his subject
would continue to survive and his spectators would in fact have a greater
understanding of the denouement of his tilm than he possibly could
have had in 1973, not knowing Idi’s tinal atrocities.

Every fictional film likewise relies on some substratum of spectator
understanding of the type of world that becomes the subject of the film.
We bring our own sense of boxing to Rocky and of the strictures of
bourgeois life to any Douglas Sirk film. But the fictional film. at least
in most of its genres, quickly transters our interest to the world of the
image, calling on. but not playing to. our knowledge of its referent.

In the fiction film all moments become significant as we construct a
referent whose absence is determinant. not merely accidental or logis-
tical. Movement in fiction film is coterminous with the film itself. The
viewer is asked to swim in a time stream. and he cannot look away
without the fiction threatening to disappear. As Hugo Miinsterberg noted
fifty years ago.'? our mental flow coincides with the filmic flow in those
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fictions that produce the strongest mental events. Whereas the tech-
niques and codes that construct the illusion of the continuity of move-
ment in the fictton film may be the product of history and labor (may
change from era to era), the mode of consctousness by which specta-
tors have alwavs participated in the construction of a fiction is ahistor-
ical and transcendental to the degree that it stems from centain condi-
tions of perception and cognition operating in the everyday life world
(conditions such as retention, protention, tilling in, and so forth). It is
for this reason that those nlmmakers who break the cinematic flow
(Godard. for instance) need to labor to do so, for they thwart the mind
in its act of seizing something that seems to disappear for it when
stopped.

Among fiction nims themselves we can cateronze different ratios of
perception to signification and begin to list genres and styles as we do
so. Nashville and Paisa atfirm an overbrimming perceptual tlux out of
which certain stories have eddied. The Third Mun and Rosemary’s Buby,
on the other hand, construct tight networks of sigmtication which wither
all but certain perceptual possibilities. In all fictnonal cases we appro-
priate the situation of the narrator by succumbing to the tilm flow in
the proper way. Propriety vanies from genre to cenre. from Paisa 10
The Third Muan, but the demands of narrative consciousness remain—
demands that include its dnve toward totalization, identitication, ex-
planation—cven while these demands operate in ditferent wayvs tor each
venre.

Some of the differences amongst genres and films can be catalogued
as functions of the imaginaton. The supplying of background infor-
mation is negligible 1n the standard Western for our minds instantly fill
the honizon ot these films with the appropriate atmosphere. landscape.
and props. But in a film lLike Wind Across the Everglades or Dersu
Uzala. both of which depend crucially on the relation of atmosphere
and landscape to character and both ot which are set in landscapes un-
familiar to most filmviewers. the filmmakers must continually offer
hackground shots. through composition tn depth. pans away from ac-
tion. and descripuve exposition.

The film noir. to take another genre and another aspect of film con-
struction, frequently employs both voice-over narration and returns to
past action. The viewer is asked to gauge the action represented on the
screen in relation to an overall judgment which 1s. so to speak, simul-
taneously present with the action. In standard gangster tilms. on the

Representation 47

other hand. the straightforward. third person approach to the action asks
us to project the end of the film (the death of the gangster) in the ac-
tions he sequentiaily institutes. The film noir hero. on the contrary, not
only appeals to us through first person address. but speaks from a point
where the action has reached its end.

More modemnist narratives like 82 or Last Year at Marienbad be-
fuddle those viewers unable or unwilling to supply interconnections.
background data. multiple categories of image status (dream. wish,
memory, reality). By taking our powers and aspirations for explana-
tion. totality, and identification to the limit. such films bring out into
the open the value. the labor. and the tragility of representation in the
cinemi.

THE IDEOLOGY OF REALIST REPRESENTATION

In laboring to thwart the normal “*way of the cinema,™ the radicallv
avant-garde film draws attention to the strength and ubiquity ot that
“way.”" No matter what appears on the screen. audiences will instine-
tively shape 1t 1nto a representation of something familiar to them. The
film that gratities this attempt. the most satistvingly representational
hlm. we call realist. Such a film will cut up the world of appearances
into perceptual images organized into patterns that make sense to us
because these images and patterns exist in our culture. Without effort
we can idenuty in the tilm something we have identitied already in our
culture as tmponant. Thus the tilm reinforces the world we have con-
structed.

Recent critics of realist cinema have shown all o clearty that this
mapping of cinema on life 1s hardly natural at all but is the product of
enormous technical resources and traditional knowledge. The cinema
reproduces idenufiable parts of our world by framing, focusing. and
juxtaposing aspects of the visible in “‘acceptable’* ways.'* Further-
more it does so teleologically; it shows the dramatic or rhetorical sig-
nificance of a certain arrangement of these parts from an integral and
Integrating perspective.

The history of the cinema is usually measured as the progressive ad-
equation of the rules of cinematic organization to the habitual ways by
which we organize life in our culture. The movement from long shot
to mid-shot to close-up, for instance, termed in the industry the *‘ac-
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cordian sequence,’” imitates our usual method of surveying the context
of a situation and only then attending to human speech.

This and other codes of representation are meant to disappear as we
grasp (identify) and assent to the representation itself. In other words,
realism in the cinema is driven by a desire to make the audience 1gnore
the process of signification and to grasp directly the film’s plot or in-
trigue: for most filmviewers, the plot is precisely and fully what a ilm
represents. In this way realism stabilizes the temporal dimension of film,
turming the flow of pictures into a single large picture whose process
of coming into being has been hidden behind the etfect of its plot. While
the semiotic work of such theorists as Metz and Barthes * has dis-
closed the cleverness of the realist system, it has simultaneously pro-
vided an mmpetus for both the critic and the filmmaker to £0 beyond
realism.

This modernist ideat is in harmony with Gombrich's celebrated Arr
and Hlusion.™ Just as Gombrich sought to trace the invention of strat-
cgies m drawing and pamnting that produced the illusion of reality for
cuch succeeding gencratton, so Barthes suggests 4 method whereby
narrative can be treated as a practice. conventional and even rhetori-
cal. in which tragments are joined in a way 1o promote an tlusionistic

cxpertence. Plotin narrative is analogous o desien i graphic art: we:

think of it as the first thing seized. as that which structures the whole,
as meaningtul in uself, as reterential. The other elements in narrative,
we believe, tlesh out the plot. just as texture. cotor. and omament op-
crate on design. Like designs. plots can be more or less intricate: they
can be produced by continuous line. broken line. or successive ap-
proximations. In the classic (or as Barthes has called it. “readerly )

narrative, actton has been organized for a reader-viewer which places:

him or her just as definitely as perspectuval panung situates its viewer
m refation o a vanishing point. The scene is intelligible only through
the complicity of the spectator, a task we take on every ume we read
a classic story or see a classically built film. We exhaust such realist
works once we have successtully identfied what they are ubout, once
we have, for example. amived at the final clue which makes the entire
detecuve plot clear to us.

The solidity of such plotted films puts us at ease before the fictional
world. but it greatly restricts the possibilities of art. First of all, it as-
sumes that every work wants to express precisely what it represents.
While this may be true in science or ordinary discourse, artistic
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expression frequently is at odds with what it represents. This is why
we tind so many “‘still lifes™ in painting, all of which may represent
a bowl of fruit but each of which expressing a different mode of vision
or teeling, a different way of painting. The narrative or the design in
art ought really to be thought of as one element in a mobile system.
Roland Barthes is the prophet of this view of artistic texts urging us to
escape the trap of narrative. a trap that naturalizes conventions by re-
laung the “"view™ of the story 0 views we have of the world at large
1n our non-literary experience.

In 8/Z Barthes systemauzed the aspects of any narrative text which
command our interest and attention. He calls these aspects codes and
he Jobbies for a free interchange between codes instead of the domi-
nance of one of them, narrative. Barthes here gives definition to in-
sights which Bazin and Eisenstein arrived at years ago. After discuss-
ing the movement from aggregate impressions to the **whole image””
of Forty-tifth Street Eisensiein makes an mmportant distinction (tamibiar
to students of Russian Formalism) between the function of represen-
tauons 1n lite and in an.

We have seen that in the process of remembening there are two very
cssenttal stages: the nest is the assembline of the imaee, while the see-
ond consists in the result of this assembly und 1ts signiticance tor the
memory. n thas fatter stage 1t s tmportant that the memory should pay
as hude attention as possible to the tirst stage. und reach the result after
passing through the stage of assembling as switt as possible. Such s
practice wn hife 1n contrast o practice in ant. For when we proceed into
the sphere of art. we discover a marked displacement of emphasis.
Actually, 1o achieve its result, a work of an directs all the retinement
ot its methods 1o the process.

A work of art understood dynamcally s just this process of arranging
unages n the teetings and nund of the spectator. It s this mat consti-
tutes the peculiarny of o truly vital work of art and distimgurshes it
from a fifeless one. in which the spectator receives the represented re-
sult of a given consummated process of creation. istead of betng drawn
into the process as it occurs.

Hence the image of a scene, a sequence, ot 4 whole creation. exists
not as something fixed and readv made. It has 10 arise. o untold be-
fore the senses of the spectator. '*

Eisenstein here has gone beyond the rather Pavlovian view which sup-
Ported his earlier notion of montage of attractions.'” He has also gone
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beyond much current semiotics which has been reluctant or unable to
describe the path by which perceptions in the cinema become absorbed
in the overall narrative representation. Semioticians assume the simul-
taneity of sigmfier and signitied. It makes no sense. in the science in-
stituted by Saussure. to speak of the sensory base of a sign preceding
the mental image it brings up. Yet it is precisely in the space between
seemng and recognizing that. in the second chapter. we lodged the
specificity of cinema and it is in just an indeterminant space the Eisen-
stemn here finds the spectticity of art in general.

[tis instructive to note that while Bazin too looks for cinematic value
in perceptual labor leading up to signification, he grounds this value
not in the tradition of the arts, as did Eisenstetn. but in the phenome-
nology ot evervday perception. This indeed is the heart of his realism,
a realism obviously at odds with that nineteenth-century narrative re-
alism and with the realistic illusions ot classic Hollvwood cinema. On
more than one occaston Bazin explicitly ridiculed standard cinema be-
cause 1t had inhented the codes of style and content made obligatory
by Balzac und Zola. Against this he atfirmed a1 realism of perceptual
experience wheremn the datly life habit of apperception. recognition.,
and mental elaboration 1s structurally reproduced in the cinema. '

This insistence on active mtentionality in the bringing into existence
ol cinematic representations ol events, places, states ol alfairs. char-
acters and the ke, leads to the classification of tvpes ot representa-
tions as genres. Whereas ““realism™ appears to be a zero degree of
ciematic representation (one involving no marked labor), we have scen
how dependent 1t s on conventions and habit. Other genres such as
neorealism. expressionism. even science fiction. clearly depend on ex-
traordinary operations betore their content will body itseit torth with
the proper ettect.

Yet even though our consideration of representation once avain has
dispelled the hegemony ot realism. it has not thereby removed the no-
tion of representation from that of reality. Representation is obviously
dependent on textual cues and is in an important sense a textual effect.
but this does not of its own throw us 1nto a realm of artistic anarchy.
First of all a given textual urrangement produces a limited number of
representations in its audience. We are not free to construct whatever
we like from these cues. tor our minds fill in. filter, delete. and em-
phasize according to laws or habits. More important, since in every
case representation establishes a relation between a text and something
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outside the text, our sense of that which is outside is constitutive of
the representation. As a relation, rather than a pure construction, rep-
resentation is governed by issues of adequacy, novelty, usefulness. and
even rightness. To retun to Nelson Goodman's terminology, a repre-
sentation 1s always a version of some world or other. Though it is not
for us to decide about the priority of one world over another. and cer-
tainly not to nsist on a real world against which all representations are
pale copies, neverthefess we are entitled to demand of a version that it
be better. more instructive, richer, more usetul than an carlier version.
Representation insists that we examine not only the text but the text in
relatton to the world 1t produces through our imagination.

REPRESENTATION AS PLOT AND PROCESS

Because 1t mamntains a relation to the world it calls up. cinematic rep-
resentation has been a concept under sicge in our era. Both modemnists
and traditionalists have attacked it tor its purported rootedness in things.
Traditionalists trom Erich Aucrbach on have accorded to the represen-
taton ol reality the highest cultural function, yet they have sequestered
cinema somewhere in 4 cave beneath true representation, believing that
it has condemned iselt to pornographic spectacte. Modernists like
Barthes and Gombrich hold litde regard for representation deeming it
to be an overvaiued. purely psychological lure which distracts our at-
tention from the possibilities of art. Ever since the age of realism our
culture has been obsessed by plot in literature and design in painting.
Cinema. seeming to combine both these representational traits. 1s the .
hetr to this retrograde tradition and has theretore made fewest strides
in escaping s servile and puerile tunction of merely duphicaung a sense
of the world for a mass populace.

The traditionalist position has been most torcetully advanced by Roger
Scrutton who pushes the Bazinian position to the limit. claiming that
cinema enjoys a relation to the physical world that is so tght and un-
mediated that neither human intentions nor values can enter in. For
Scrutton. as for Auerbach before him., representation is always an act
of will, a shaping of materials to produce a significant picture of the
world."” Cinema for them is too casy, too like everday perception.
Scrutton gives an example. Suppose we frame a street scene through
our viewtinder in the middle of a city. Would we say, as we got ready
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to shoot, that we were looking at a tine representation of that street?
“The very idea is absurd.” says Scrutton. for we are looking at the
street itselt. Similarly, when that button is pushed and the film devet-
oped and projected. it is outrageous to him to claim we are watching
a representation of the street. for what we see is effectively what was
there.

Earlier. on the basis of Nelson Goodman’s remarks, we suggested
that our ordinary perceptions involve intentions and might be called
representations. since they signal the world 1o which they belong.
Scrutton need not deny this to maintain his point. for all he declares
1s that cinematic perception operate at the same level and in the same
tmplicatory way as natural perception. True representation drives a
second intentional wedge between what we see and what it means., us
when Giacometu’s small. suck tforms m bronze represent 4 man, or
man himselt. Cinema s basically pomographic to Serutton since it keeps
our attention on the texture and quality of that which it depicts. It s a
simple substitution tor experience. This is why 1ts inventions bring it
ever closer to the oniginal (sound, scope. depth). For we go to the cin-
cma 1o sense life, not o encounter a view of hie. Qur bodies more
than our minds assent to what we behold.

Scrutton’s moralism. his undisguised elitsm, 15 not the only thing
that needs refuting. Even i we grant that at the purely perceptual level
cinema does indeed enjoy ror 1s condemned to) an atfinity with stan-
dard perception. the construction ol an entire filim out ol such percepts
would seem 1o be an act ot the highest itennonality. In the first place
we can point to those cases where two or more cinematic versions de-
pict the same man. storv. or state of atfairs. recalling that in Goaod-
man’s vocabulary a version s precisely a representation. Think of the
Frank Borzage version of A Farewell 10 Arms. so ditferent from the
David Selznick version of 1957, Scrutton would claim that the cinema
m both cases merely reproduces dramate representations and that the
ditferences we sense in these tilms derive trom differences in dramatic
construction. The speciousness of this retort is answered by another
example: What about two versions of New York City as proposed by
the 1920 Manharttan and the Willard Van Dyke 1938 The Citv? Through
camera angle. editing, lighung, and organization we are here given two
quite ditferent versions (representations) of the same city.

Where Scrutton discusses cinematic representation as a special or
enlarged case of perception. modemists of the semiotic and post-
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structural camps treat it as a special and limited case of signification.®
To them cinematic discourse, like any discourse. proceeds by the ar-
ticulations of codes producing a myriad of meaning effects. One of
these etfects 1s representation, which. far from being deprived of in-
tention, 1s a fully ideological effect whereby a picture of reality arises
out of the interplay of differenual signs. For the health of society as
well as for the satistactory working ot the cinema. the solidity of such
pictures must be dissolved back into the mechanism of signification
which gave it life. Only in this way, they argue. can communication
free itself from the automatic reproduction of ideology (or false pic-
wres of reality) and open up the more fogical or anarchic possibilities
of signs.

Semioticians tend to stress the instantaneous and invariable move-
ment from signifier (o signilied in the articulation of cinematic mean-
ing. This automatic operation implies a spectator whose role is that of
arelay in an impersonal movement of cinematic and cultural language.
Post-structuralists, given over more and more to the free play of the
stgnifier, revel in construcung an idetimte variety of provisional sig-
nifications out of the materials (codes) ot film. Whereas the spectator
would appear to have a more crucial role here. that role is limited to
teasing out the possibilities embedded in the codes themselves. Once
again the matenal codes ot the svstem rule the spectator. taking him
willy-mlly in the endless tlight of texts. Antu-humamsts applaud this.

Representatton 1s doubtless a humanizing term. for it suggests that
texts exist in part by means of the relation they establish between read-
ers (spectators) and a world ot some interest. Although representation
should not be thought of as the terminus of a 1lm (as should no single
aspect of what 1s alwavs an interacting system). its peculiarly inter-
mediate status tells us a great deal about the expenence of watching a
hlm. When leaving North by Northwest we will feel correct, though
inadequate. if we characterize it as a thriller (genre) or as a film about
4 man pursued by unknown enemies (premise). Yet these descriptions
are surely more apt than one which would label it *a film about a man
ina taxi’” or “‘about a man on Mt. Rushmore.” for neither of these
fragments gets at the overall picture the tilm renders. If pressed to
elaborate that picture (as the scriptwriter must have been when he pro-
posed the film to the producer, or as we are when our friends are de-
ciding whether to see it), we generally recount the plot. that is, we
indicate the characters. the intrigue. and the values that are at stake.
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[n this way we identify what can be expected and suggest how the film
ought to be perceived.
Although the plot is clearly no substitute for the film, it does relate

the primary aspects of perception with the ultimate experience of

meaning and value. The perceptual level of cinema js nearly intangi-

ble. while meaning und value surround the film like a horizon. out of

reach almost by definution. Plot, on the other hand. is accesstble tor it
15 4 sum of perceptual fragments tthough not the aggregate of these)
and it 1s an example of the world 10 which it belongs and which it
delivers to us in specific torm.,

Considered this way us plot or argument, representation acts as a
special Kind of label allowing us 10 tdentity the whole picture before
or atter we tully immerse ourselves in it. Like any label 1t 1s a con-
venience and a fully conventonal one. We idenuty a representation as
whatever large umit holds and directs our attention. Eisenstein spoke
always of a grand theme producing a controlling image capable of in-
fusing and organizing the particular fragments of a film.*' We make
and watch films according to levels of intentional blocks or units, uny
of which we can term 4 representation. Even 1t such units are techni-
cally dissoluble into the clements which constitute them. they play a
determuning role in our experience of the film, The situation here iy
analogous to that which we tound in perception where the raw stimuli
could never fully account for the percepts they constitute. Attention
and intention. gpuiding perception. vperale even more apparently at the
level of narrative organizaton. We idenuty an array of light and shadow
as a marching army. or 4 man harranguing a crowd.™ and we Ja-
bel un array of such percepts as a representation of the lite of Law-
rence of Arabia, or as a version of Tolstoy's War and Peace. Viewers
may ditfer in the labels they feel compelled to supply for what they
see. but the compulsion to see films as representations is universal and
universally functional in the overall filim experience.

Representation’s intermediate position between the fragments of a
film and its overall possibilities of signiticance should surprise no one
familiar with Freud’s use ot the term. for representation appears as the
indispensable form under which fantasies and dreams may exist.”? Al-
though listed as one of the four operations ot the dreamwork. repre-
sentation is clearly the tirst and necessary condition permitting conden-
sation, displacement, and secondary elaboration to operate. Doubtless
because of Freud. representation retains its connotation of an uncon-
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scious drive in which figures arise and present themselves forcefully to
us. Closer to the common notion of symbol than 1o that of code. psvchic
representations demand a work of interpretation in which we must ad-
just ourselves to the meaning that seems proposed but not completed
by the representation. This is exactly like the work of filling 1n, filter-
in—g, and underlining the cues provided by the images and the sound-
track of a film.

The modemmists are right to insist on the limited range of represen-
tation. As in the Freudian case, it operates as a threshold permitting
the real work (dream or aruistic) to create value and significance. Rep-
resentations are often used i texts which wm aganst them. A film-
maker may sigmify something quite ambiguous or even negative about
the representation his tilm develops as Wemer Herzog does with Aguirre
or as Tony Richardson does with the Crimean War in his Charge of
the Light Bricade. Irony 15 only one of the tigures of discourse that
work with und on representations to form stgntiication. But as this
chapter has sought to point out, representation tat least in the conven-
tional cinema) is a necessary precondition for discourse. One can
maintain that Piero de Cosimi’s **Visitation™* turns on the brilliance of
its color with the excessive use of red signifying perhaps a hostility to
earlier pamtings or a revolt against the putrons who commissioned the
piece. or that it expressess Piero’s massively unresolved psychological
tensions. Nevertheless his pamuing represents Mary encountering her
sister Elizabeth as reported in the first chapter of St. Luke’s Gospel.

Representation marks a key moment in cinematic discourse mn s
struggle to wrest signitication from perception. The logic of plot de-
velops only in a field of perceptual possibility with which it oscillates.
The particular strategies and paths by which we move back and forth
from picture 1o perception define the modes and genres of film. Eisen-
stein goes so far as to insist that only those representations that de-
velop in deep struggle and difficulty can be deemed art.”? Be that as it
may. representation names that threshold at which viewers stand in their
traversal of a rilm. a threshold that puts them not in control of the film,
nor at the mercy of it. nor in a state of vertigo betore its infinite open-
ings (these are the reactions implied by realism, semiotics. and post-
structuralism respectively): instead we find ourselves in a state of ac-
tive “listening ™" to a world which might take shape and which. in this
or that particular film. has taken a certain shape.

The irreducible perceptual manifold draws us of its own accord to
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test the adequacy of any given provisional organization that seems to
anse from it as a representation. Such organizations narrate a version
of a world in textualizing it. If such texts produce a single or myriad

significations, it is only out of the skin of perception and the flesh of
representation.

Signification

THE ASCENDANCY OF SEMIOTICS

The weening of modern tilm theory tfrom Mitry's paternal embrace is
named by a single term: semiotics. Mury's Iengthy ruminations on the
rapport between language and cinema. together with Albert Laltay s
Logigue du cinema and several other studies ot the carly 1960°s. had
evidently squeezed dry the fruis of gentlemaniy speculation on the
toprc." What seemed called for. and what arose. was a scientifically
inspired investigation ot the so-called language of cinema. Structural
linguistics. advancing on the teachings of Hielmslev, Benveniste. and
Martinet and broadened by the use made of it by anthropologist Claude
Lévi-Strauss. provided both the rigor and the model for such an inves-
tigation,

The semiotics of cinema was launched with a most heady optimism.
Driven by un intuition that the intangible power of the cinema was
knowable und that its mechanism was in fact only a mechanism. se-
mioticians embarked on the requisite painstaking studies. In general
these took the form of organizational outlines on the one hand and. on
the other, of minute analyses of individual aspects of signification in
film. The organic mystery of the movies was now thought to be a spe-
cific mélange or system of codes of meaning whose elements and in-
terrelations could be detailed.

Some of these codes (for instance. visual punctuation and visual trick
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