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A Note on the Aesthetics of Film

I

It is no lr)rrcer ncccssary, ars it was only a fcw years ago, t() bcuirr lr
s t r rc l l '  1v[  thc acsthct ics o[  f i lm wi th the argun' lent  that  l i lnr  is  l r r
ar t .  Nevcr thc less,  t l re  qrrcst i< l r r  o f  the re lat ion bct lveen aesthct ics
and f i l rn  has not  yct  lost  i ts  i rnrnccl iacy,  for  the dcvcloprnur t  o[
th is  yourrg ar t  is  s t i l l  d is turbcd by ch:rnges in  i ts  tcchnic l l
( "nrccharr ica l  " )  basis .  

' l 'hercfore,  
morc tharr  t radi t ional  ar ts ,  [ i l r r r

nccds a norrn bot l r  in  a posi t ivc scnsc (somcthing to observc)  arr r l
in  a ncgat ive sensc (sonrct l r ine to v io late) .  F i lm ar t is ts  arc at  i l
d isadvantage becausc thcy face possib i l i t ics in  thei r  woik which
arc t ( )o l l ro : rd arrd urrd ivcrs i l ' icd.  Ar ts  wi th a long t radi t ior r  l l l rva l 's
havc at  hancl  a rv l ro lc  ser ics of  dcv iccs which have gained a def i r r i tc ,
s tabi l iz .cd forrn and cr- rnvcnt ional  mcanings through a lcngt l rv
dcvefopmcrr t .  l "or  cxarn l l lc ,  conrparat ivc s tudics o l  p lots  show t l r l t
thcre arc in  fact  n()  ncw thc l r rcs i r r  l i tcraturc:  thc dcvclopmcnt  o l
a l t t rost  any t l rcmc can bc t r : rccd back thousands of  years.  ln  Thc
T'heory rs l  Prose Sklovski . i  c i tcs thc cxarnplc of  Maupzrssant 's  s tor l '
" l , c  Rc tou r "  r v l r i ch  i s  l l ascd  ( ) l l  i u l  adap ta t i on  o l ' t hc  vc ry  ok l
thct r rc  o l  "a l r l r r r  a t  thc rvcc l< l i r rg of 'h is  owrr  wi fc"  arr< l  counts o l t
thc rcarlcr krrolvins this tlrcnrc l 'ronr clscwherc. 

' l 'he 
sarnc holcls

t ruc for  1 loct r l , ,  for  cxarr rp lc  wi th nrct r ica l  sc l rcmcs.  F)vcry poctry
has a ccr ta i r r  rc l lcr to i rc  o l  t radi t ional  versc schemes which through
krng 1 'cars oI  usc havc acr l r r i rcd a f ixcr l  rhythmical  (not  orr l l '
rnetr ica l )  orqarr izat iorr  arrd sorur l r t ic  co lorat ion undcr  thc in f luencc
o[  the gcnrcs i r r  which thcy havc bccn used.  We can a lso charac-
tcr iz .e t l rc  Jroc l ic  gcurcs thcnrsc lves as mcrc canonized sets of  par-
t icu lar  dcv iccs. ' l 'h is  d<lcs r rot ,  l rowevcr ,  n lean that  thc ar t is t  can-
not  a l tcr  t rar l i t ior ra l  n()nns arrd corrvcrr t io l rs l  on thc contrary,  thcy
arc l rcr l t tcnt lv  v io latcc l  ( t l rc  contcnr l )orary theory of  gcnres is
bascd on t l rc  kr rowlcdgc that  the dcvcloprnent  of  genres resul ts
f rorn t l rc  c( )nstant  v io lat ion o[  gencr ic  noi rhs) ,  and th is  v io lat ion is
expcr icr rccd as an in tcnt io l ra l  ar t is t ic  dcv icc.

"K cstet icc f i lmu,"  / . r i ry  pro umini  a kr i t ik t t  |  (1933).



.\ No't ' t.: oN Tll l l  A[:sTtlE'rtcs ol. '  r lLM 179

l \ ' lur l  scctns to bc a l i rn i ta t i< ln is  t [us,  i t r  cssencc,  at r  c t r r ichtnetr t

, r I  r r r t is t ic  possib i l i t ies,  and unt i l  reccnt ly  f i l rn  had ahnost  no rcal ly

r l is t i r rc t  nor tns and convent ions;  even now therc arc only  a fcw.

l i l r r r  ; r r t is ts  are therefore sccki r rg l ror lns '  T ' l rc  wt l rd " l l t l t ' l l l , "  how-

r . r ' r . r ,  l r r ings to ln ind acsthct ics,  wl r ic l r  t tsed t r t  bc. : t r r {  sotnct i t l les

r , \ ' ( .n  n()w is ,  consi t lcrcd a t ror t r t : t t ivc t l isc i ; l l i t rc .  l l t r t  t t todcr t t  l tcs-

thct i< 's ,  wl r ich has g iven up thc metaphysical  t lo t ion o l 'beautv in

, r r r l  lor t t t  u t r t l  whi t : l r  v icws ar t is t ic  s l r r t t : t t t rc  as l t  < lcvc loptnctr ta l

l ; rc t ,  s l rould not  bc expectcd to prcscr ibc wl tat  s l rould bc.  A l ror l t t

c l r r  orr ly ,bc the product  of  thc c lcvelopn' rent  o[  ar t  i tsc l [ ,  a  petr i l ied

i r r rprcss ion of  dcvelopmental  act iv i ty .  l f  acsthct ics cal l l l ( ) t  be thc

l , rg ic  of  ar t , . iudging i ts  cgrrcct t rcss and incorrcct t lcss,  i t  can ncver-

t l rc lcss be sonrct l r ing c lsc:  the epistcnto logy oI  ar t . ' I 'hat  is  t ( )  say,

ctcrv ar t  has cer ta i t r  basic  possib i l i t ics prov idcd by the charactcr  o[

i ts  rnatcr ia l  and the way in which the g ivor  i l r t  nrastc l 's  i t . ' I ' l rcsc

possi l l i l i t ics imply at  thc samc t i tnc a l inr i ta t ior l ,  n( ) t  : t  t ror t r r : t t ivc

onc irr the sense, for example, o[ Lcssing and Scmper who pre'

sr r r lcr l  t lur t  ar t  docs not  have t l rc  r ig l r t  to  ( )verstc l )  i ts  boutrd l r r ics.

l l r r t  a  l 'actual  l i rn i ta t ion,  in  that  a par t icu lar  ar t  t f t rcs not  ccasc to

bc i tsc l f  cvcn i f  i t  t respasscs upon thc tcr r i tory of  at r t t thcr  ar t .  S l

i l tto .facit1ttt idem, nott cst ident; wc therel'()rc tttrdcrstand specdcd-

rrp t r rot ion in  l ' ihn as a c lc lor t t rat ion o[  tcmporal  < l t t rat io l r .  rv l tcrcas

i r r  thcatcr  wc rvould ex l lcr ie t rcc the accclcrat io t t  o l '  thc tc tot ' 's

gestr l res as a dcfor t 'nat io l t  t t f  h is  pcrsot t : r l i ty ,  for  dr i rn lat ic  t ime a l rd

l i l r r r  l i r r rc  arc epis tcnrokru ical ly  d i I l 'c rc t r t .
' l ' [c  

t r l r rssrcss ion oI  boul rdar ics is  n vcry f rec l t tcnt  p l tc t rotnct t r l t t

i r r  thc h is tory of  t r t .  Ior  cx: t tnJr lc .  l i tcrary Synr l lo l isr r r  hns o l tc t t

r ' l tantctcr iz .cd i tsc l f  as thc ntus ic  of  l l tc  word:  St t r rca l is t  ; la i r r t ing
work i t rs  wi th ; r< let ic  t ropes (wi t l t  " t rans[cr"  of  r r rcarr ing)  c la i t r ls  [or

i tse l I  thc namc of  poctry .  Af ter  a l l ,  th is  is  iust  a rc turr r  v is i t  o f  the

kind l roct ry  madc to paint i r rg in  thc per i<td o[  so-cal lcc l  descr ip '

t iue p<>ctry (eightcenth cerrtrrry) arrd during the pcriod oI Partras-

s ianisn.r  (n inetecnth ccntury) . ' fhc devcloprncnta l  s igni l icancc o[

sucl r  t ransgrcssions o[  boundar ics l ies in  thc lact  that  ar t  lcarns to

cxper ic t rcc i ts  dcv iccs i t r  a  t tcw way and scc i ts  rnat t : r ia l  l ro t t t  a t t

tunusual  perspcct ivc.  At  thc same t i tne,  horvcvcr .  t l te  g ivetr  ar t

rcrnains i tsc l f ,  does not  mcrgc rv i th  thc cont igt t<. rus ar t .  but  at ta i t rs

d i f lcrent  c f fects through the samc dcvice or  at ta ins thc samc

cf fcct  through d i l lerent  deviccs.  I [ ,  howevcr ,  the approxinrat ion

o[  another  ar t  is  to  bc incorporatcd in to the devcloptr lcnta l  ordcr
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ol ' thc ar t  which is  s t r iv ing for  th is  approximat iou,  one condi t ion

nrust  bc fu l [ i l lcd:  thc devclopmental  order  and t radi t ion must  a l -

rcady cx is t .  
' l 'hc 

basic  prccoudi t ion for  th is  is  ccr ta inty  in  handl inc

the nratcr ia l  (which docs not  mcan a b l ind subordinat ion to thc

rnatcr ia l ) .
l. ' i lnr has alrcady bccn in close contact with sevcral arts: dramn,

narrat ivc l i tcraturc,  paint ing,  and rnusic .  I lowcver,  th is  rvas in  thc
days whcu l ' i l rn  l rad n() t  yct  lnastercc l  i ts  matcr ia l ,  and thercforc
c()nt : rc t  rvas In() rc  a n lat tcr  o l 'scck ing support  than a nra l tcr  o l '

rcgular  <k:vc loplucrr t .  
' l 'hc 

c{ ' for t  to  nrastcr  thc rnatcr iar l  is  corr -

r r t : t : tcd wi th thc tcndcncy towarr l  thc pure ly  f i lmic. ' l 'h is  is  thcbc-
g inrr ing of  rcsular  dcvclopmcnt .  Ncw approxi r r rat ions to othcr  ar ts
wi l l  surc ly  cornc rv i th  t iurc,  but  only  as devcloprncnta l  s tages. ' I 'hc

cpistcnro logical  inqrr i ry  in to the condi t ions providcd by the matc-
r ia l  o f  f i lnr  para l lc ls  thc cf for t  a t  purc f ihn.  

' Ih is  
is  thc task o[

thc at :s thct i t :s  of  l i lnr .  l t  sh<>uld uot  dctcrnr inc the norrn 'but

shorr ld  rc in l 'orcc thc in tcnt ional i ty  of  th is  dcvclopment  by expos-

ing i ts  la tcnt  prccondi t ions.  Our s tudy is  an out l ine of  a par t icu lar

cha; l tcr  in  thc cpis ternology of  f ihn;  we shal l  be conccmcd wi th

thc cpis tcrnology oI  f i lm space.

I I

F i lm space uscd to bc,  cspccia l ly  in  the begiuning,  confused wi th

theatrical spacc. 
' l 'his 

c<lnfusion docs not, however, c<lrrcspond to

rcal i ty ,  cvcrr  i f  thc catncra s i rnply  photographs thc cvcrr ts  ( )n i r

t l rcat r ica l  s tagc wi thout  changing i ts  posi t ion as the naturc of

thcatr ica l  spacc rcqui rcs. l  
' l 'hat  

is  to  say,  thcatr ica l  space is  thrcc-

d i rncnsional ,  and threc-d i rncnsional  pcoplc movc wi th in i t .  This

docs not  obta in in  l i lm,  which has drc possib i l i ty  of  movcmcnt ,
but  rnoverncnt  pr<r . icctcr l  onto a two-dimcnsional  p lauc and into

i l lusory s l )acc.  Also,  as has a l ready been statcd many t imes,  the

actor 's  at t i t r rdc to lvard spacc is  qui te d i f fcrcnt  in  f i lm than in
tlrcatcr. 

' I 'hc 
thcatrical actor is a l iving and integral personality

c lear ly  < l is t inguishecl  f rom the inanimate surroundings ( thc stagc
and i ts  contcnts) ,  whcrcas thc consccut ivc inragcs o l '  thc actor  ( in
s()ulc cascs only p:rrt ial <lncs) on tl 're screcn are mcrc componcnts
of  thc tot : r l  pro. jcctcd p ic turc,  just  as i4  paint ing,  for  cxarnplc.

l. O. Zich, Estetiha dramatichlho lrnizi [The aestheticr of dramatic artt (Prag.re,

l 93 r  ) .
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Russian theoreticians of f i lm havc thercfore coitrcd for the fi lm

;rc l .1r  thc term "naturSöik,"  that  is ,  modcl ,  which docs just icc to

his  s i rn i lar i ty  wi th the model  in  paint ing.2

Now what about the relationship betwccn fi lm space and il lusory

spacc? I t  is  c lear  that  p ic tor ia l  spacc rcal ly  does cx is t  in  f i lm,  and

rv i rh a l l  the rneans of  painter ly  i l l r tsor incss ( i f  wc d isregard the

nrorc profound basic dil lerences betwecn pcrspcctive as a dcvice

in Painting and perspcctivc in photography). 
' I 'his 

i l lusorincss can

l tc  in tc ls i f icd grcat ly  by cer ta i l  mcans,  l lu t  thcsc mcans are a lso

i rva i lablc  tc l  paint ing.  One oI  them is  that  thc usual  conccpt ion of

dcpth in  i l lusory p ic tor ia l  space is  rcvcrsed:  the v iewer 's  at tent ion

rvhich is  usual ly  d i rectcd toward thc backgrouncl  is  instcad drawn

outward f rom the p ic ture. ' Ih is  dcv ice was of tc t r  used in Baroquc

paint ing.  The d i rect ion of  a scsturc ( the pcrson standi lg  in  the

iirrcgrouncl of thc picture aims a rcvolvcr at the audicr-rcc) or the

di rcct ion of  rnoverncnt  (a t ra in goes o[ f  as i f  a t  r ight  anglcs to thc

pictor ia l  p lane)  accompl ishes th is  in  t i lm.  Anothcr  rvay of  in tensi '

iying spatial i l lusion is to look fron'r underncath or above, for

cxample to look from a high story into a clccp courtyard. ln such

cascs thc i l lus ion is  s t rcngthcned by thc changc in thc posi t ion of

thc ax is  of  the eye.  In  rca l i ty  the posi t ion is  hor izotr ta l  ( for  thc

pcrcc iver  v iewing the p ic ture) ;  however,  thc posi t ion presupposed

by the p ic turc is  a lmgst  vcr t ica l .  F i lm has both of  thcse tncans i t r

conl rnon wi th paint ing.

Another  possib i l i ty  is  the fo lkrwing.  l )ur ing l ' ihn ing t l rc  camera

is nrotrtrted on a tnoving vc[iclc, and thc ob.icctive is aimcd for-

ward.  The rnovcmel t  then takes p lacc in  a st rcet  or  an a l le l ' ,  in

othcr  words a long a path that  is  surror tndcd <t t r  both s idcs by a

cont inuous ser ies oI  objects.  We do not  scc thc vchic le in  thc p ic-

t r t rc ;  wc sce only the st rcet  ( thc prath) lcacl i r ru in to the background

of  thc p ic ture but  quick ly  runni l ' tg  in  the opposi tc  d i rect iou,  out-

ward f rom the p ic turc.  IJecause of  the mot ion i t  might  scem that

th is  is  a mat ter  of  a spcci f ica l ly  f i lmic device,but  in  l 'act  i t  is  only

a modi f icat ion of  the aforemcnt ioncd casc ( thc rcversal  of  the

conccpt ion of  spat ia l  dcpth)  which in  somc of  i ts  var iants is  to ta l ly

accessible to painting.
-l 'hc 

basis for f ihn space is thus i l lrrsory pictorial space. But, in

2. There arc, howcvcr, nuanccs in filmic practicc; thc actor's individuality can bc

emphasizcd in film, or, on thc othcr hand, it can bc supprcssed' Comparc the dif'

fcrcnccs betwccn Chaplin's film and Russian lilms.
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addition, the art of f i lm has at its disposal another form of space
unavai lable to other  ar ts .  This  is  the space provided by the tech-
nique of  the shot .  whe^ thcre is  a change f rom 'ne shot  to  an-
. ther ,  whethcr  i t  occurs smoothly  or  abruptry,  the focusing of  thc
objective or the placement ol the entire camera in spacc is, ob-
' iouslv, always changed. And this spatial shift is reflected in the
viewer's consci.usness through a peculiar feeling which has already
becn descr ibed many t imes as the i l lusory d isp lacement  of  the
viewer h imsel f .  Renö c la i r  cxJ l la ins:  "The v iewcr who looks at  a
rcmotc aut , rn.b i lc  racc is  s t rddcnly t l . r r .wn unclcr  the hugc whccls
' f  .nc of  thc cars l  he obscrvcs thc speedorneter ;he takes ih"  , t " . r -
ing wheel  in to h is  hands.  He bccomes the actor  and sees h 'w the
trees fall ins down ar'u'd thc curvcs are swallowed up by his
v is i .n . "3 ' I 'h is  

prescntat ion . f  space f rom , ' ins ide ' ,  is  a speci f ica l ly
f i lmic device;  only  the d iscovery of  the shot  permi t t .d  f i l *  to
cease being an animated p ic turc.

'rhe 
technique of the shot, moreover, has had a reverse,influence

upon the technique of photography itself. on the one hand, it has
called attention to the interesting possibil i t ies of the view from
underneath and above obtained by circling the object from all
s idcs;  on thc othcr  hand,  and th is  is  more important ,  the shot  has
created thc techniquc of the close-up. The pictorial effectiveness
of  thc c l 'sc-up consists  in  the unusual  br i .g i .g  c l .se of  an objcct
(Epste in says about  th is :  " l  was tur . ing my head,  and I  saw on the
r ight  s ide a gesture reduccd to i ts  mere square root ,  but  on the
Ieft side this sesture had alreacly been magnified to the cighth
power." ) ;  the spat ia l  e f fect iveness of  the c lose-up is  achieveJ by
the i rnpression . [  the incornpleteness of  thc p ic tu ic  which appears
to us as a s l ice of  three-dimensional  space fe l t  to  ex is t  in  f ront  o[
the p ic ture and arorrnd i ts  s ic lcs.  Lct  us i rnaginc,  for  cxarnplc,  a
hand in a cl.sc-up. whcrc is thc pcrson to whom this hand be-
longs? In thc space outs ide the p ic ture.  or  le t  us assume a p ic ture
of a revolver lying on a table. It arouses the expectation thaiat any
time a hand wil l appear and pick up the revolver, and this hand
will emerge from the space lying outside the picture where we
place i ts  ant ic ipated ex is tence.  Herc is  yet  another  example.  Two
people are fighting and roll ing on rhe floor; a knife is lying 'ear
them. The scene is  prcscnted in  such uwey that  we a l ternate ly  see

3. "Le Rythme,"  Les Cahiers du mois ( igZS).
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the fighting pair and the knife in close-ups. Every time that the

knife appears, there is suspense. When wil l the hand that wil l grab

it f inally appear?When the hand finally appears in a close-up, there

is new. suspense.Which one of the pair has taken hold of the knife?

Only where we have an intense awareness of the space outside the

picture may we speak about a dynamic close-up. Otherwise it

would be a matter of a static slice of a normal visual f ield. We

must, of course, remind oursclves that the awareness of its "pic-

tor ia lncss"does not  d isappeardur ing thc c lose-up;we do not  there-

forc transfer the sizc of the close-up into extrapictorial space, and

the magnified hand is nqt the hand of a giant for us.

In shots, f i lm space is presented successively through a series of

p ic tures;we feel  i t  in  passing f rom one p ic ture to another .  Sound-

track fi lm has, howevcr, introduced thc additional possibil i ty of

the simultaneous prcsence of f i lm space. Irt us imagine a situation

quite common in fi lm. We see a picture, and at the same time we

hear a sound whose source we must place somewhere outside the

picture rather than inside it. For example, we see a person's face

and hear speech which is not uttered by the person in the picture;

or wc see the legs of dancing people and simultancously hear their

words; or we see a street from a moving vehicle which itself

rcmains h iddcn,  and at  the samc t i rnc we hcar  the hoofbeats of

horscs drawing a carriage; and so on. Through this ariscs an aware-

ncss of  the space "between" the p ic ture and the sound.

Now let us pose the question of the essence of this specifically

fi lmic spacc and its relation to pictorial space. We have named

three means through which fi lmic space can be achicved: a change

in shot ,  the c lose-up,  and the extrapic tor ia l  local izat ion of  sound.

We shall procced from the onc which is fuudamental among them,

thc onc wi thout  which f i lm spacc would not  e x is t  at  a l l ,  the shot .

Let us imagine any scene taking placc in a particular space (l ike a

room). By no means does this space have to be presented to us in

a lu l l  shot ;  i t  can be presented by means of  h ints  a lone,  by means

of a sequence of partial shots. Even then we shall experience its

uni ty ;  in  other  words,  we shal l  pcrceive the indiv idual  p ic tor ia l

(i l lusory) spaces shown consecutively on the plane of the screen

as pictures of the separate sections of a unified three-dimensional

space. How will this total unity of space be.presented to us? In

order to answer this question we must rcmind oursclves of the

sentence as a semantic whole in kinguage. The sentence is com-
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posed of words, none of which contains its total meaning. That
meaning is fully known to us only when we listen to the entire
sente nce. Nevertheless, at the very moment that we hear the first
word we evaluate it in accordance with the potential meaning of
the sentence, a component of which it wil l be. The sense or mean-
ing of the whole sentence is not therefore contained in any of its
words but  ex is ts  potcnt ia l ly  in  thc speaker 's  and the l is tener 's  con-
scit. lusncss ir.r cvcry w.rd fr<-rrn first to last. At the same tinre we
can obscrvc thc succcssive unfolding of the meaning from the be-
ginning ' f  thc scntcncc t .  i ts  cnd.  Al l  o f  th is  can a lso be said about
fi lm space. It is not fully provided by any of the pictures, but each
of  the p ic tures is  accompanied by an awareness of  the uni ty  of  the
total space, and the image of this space gains definit ion with the
progression of the scquencc of picturcs. Thus we may presuppose
that specifically f i lmic space, which is neither a real nor an i l lusory
one, is space-meaning. I l lusory spatial segments presented in conse-
cutive pictures are partial signs ol this space-meaning, the entirety
of which "signifies" the total space.

We can, after all, deduce the semantic nature of f i lm space from
a concrete example. In a study on the poetics of f i lma Tynjanov
ci tes th is  pai r  of  shots:  ( l )  a  meadow where a p ig is  running
around;  (2)  the same meadow, t rampled down,  but  now wi thout
the pig, where a man is walking. Here Tynjanov sees an example
of f i lmic similc: man-pig. But if we imagine these two scenes in
one shot (by means of which the interference of specifically f i lmic
space would be eliminated), we discover that the awareness of the
semant ic  l ink between the two phenomena y ie lds to an awareness
of  the merc temporal  successivencss of  the two scenes.  F i lm space
thus opcrates as a scmantic factor only through a change in shot.
Fur thermorc,  the semant ic  encrgy of  thc c lose-up,  one of  thc
mcans o[  crcat ing f i lmic spacc,  is  wcl l  known.  Epste in says:
"Another  powcr of  c inernatography is  i ts  animism. An unanimatcd
object, for example, a revolver, is merely a prop in the theater. In
fi lm, however, it has the possibil i ty of being magnified. That
Browning which a hand slowly pulls from a half-open drawer . . .
suddenly becomes a l ive.  [ t  bccomes a symbol  of  a t ] rousand
possib i l i t ies."  This polysemic qual i ty  of  the c lose-up is  fac i l i ta ted

4. "Ob osnovax kino" [On the principles of filml, in poötika hino [The poctics
of  f i lml ,  ed.  B.  i jxenbaum (Moscow, 1927),  p.  67.
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by the very fact that the space into which the revolver wil l be

aimed and ihto which it wil l disgorge its bulle t is at the moment of

the projection of this close-up merely an intuit ive space-n'reaning,

concealing just these "thousand possibil i t ies."

Becau-se of its semantic character, f i lm space is much closer to

space in l iterature than to theatrical space. In l iterature, too, sPace

is rneaning.  What  c lsc could i t  be i f  i t  is  rcr tdcrcd by thc word?

Iüany narrative sentences can be transcribed into fi lmic space with-

out  a change in thei r  s t ructure '  Let  us take th is  one as an e xample:
"'I 'hcy embracc slowly, thcn abruptly break apart, savagely snatch

up their knives and throw themselves forward, weapons raised'"

This is a sentence which, even with its grammatical present tense'

could serve as an expression of a tense plot-moment in a novel; in

reality, however, it is excerpted from Delluc's screenplay Föte

espagnole and is broken down into shots as follows:

shot 175-That's it. They embrace slowly, then abruptly break

apart, savagely snatch uP

shot  176- thei r  kn ives

shot 1 77 -and throw themselves forward, weapons raised ' . "s

We must also remember that the narrative has at its disposal, and

has had for a long time, some means of prescnting space similar to

those of f i lm, especially thc close-up and the Panorama (a smooth

transi t ion f rom shot  to shot) .  As proof  lc t  rne c i te  a few t radi t ional

s t y l i s t i c  c l i chds :  " I  l owered  my  gaze  toward . . . , "  
" h i s  eyes  were

r iveted upon .  . " -c lose-ups;  "X.  looked around the room: On

the r ight  s ide of  the door s tood an ötagöre,  next  to  i t  a  c loset  "  ' "

-panorama; ,.here two people were standing in animated conver-

sat ion,  ovcr  there a whole group of  peoplc who .  ,  c lscwhcre a

s rna l l  c rowd  was  hu r r y i ng  somcwhc rc . . . " - suddc t t  changc  i n  sho t .
' fhc 

resemblancc bctween f i lm and i l lust rat ion is  inst ruct ive for

the closeness of the fi lmic and the l iterary trcatment of space. I

shal l  ment ion only one instance.  Certa in movel1el l ts  in  the ar t  o f

i l lustration which specialize in marginalia to thc text lrcqucntly

work wi th the c losc-up. ' Ihcre is ,  for  example,  Öech's i l lust rator ,

Ol iva;  when Öech's text  speaks ab 'ut  I \ { r .  Brouöek l ight ing onc

match after another, there is a marginal i l lustration next to the

typc-a hal f -opcn box f rom which.a few matches have fa l len out .

5. L.  Del luc,  Drames de c inäma (Par is,  1923),  p.  14.
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This is  a c lose-up;  however,  i t  is  not  qui te the same as in  f i lm,

because the standard frame is not maintained; that is, the real f i lm

close-up takes in the same expanse of screen as, for example , thc

full shot. There fore we could speak about the equivalence of i l lus-

t rat ion and f i lm (except  for  movement)  only  i f  a l l  the i l lust rat ions

in a g ivcn work,  c losc-ups as wcl l  as fu l l  shots,  took up wholc

palacs.  Ikrwcvr : r ,  ( ) l iv i t  corrs is tcnt ly  avoids any scalc in  h is  i l lust ra-

t ions,  le t t ing the p ic tures wi thout  a f rame di f luse themsclvcs in

projections over the planc of thc pagcs. Thcrcforc his techniquc is

precisely a reflcction of l i terary space, which is meaning to the

extent  that  i t  does not  have scope;  th is  is  because the s ign of  l i t -

erary spacc is the word, vvhcrcas the sign of f i lm space is the shot.

Film space thus has scope , at least in its signs (proper fi lmic space-

meaning does not, of course, have scope, as we saw when we dealt

wi th the c lose-up) .  A h igher  dcgree of  sheer semant ic  qual i ty  thus

distinguishes l itcrary from fi lmic space , despite their considerable

s imi lar i t ies.  This has a bcar ing upon the fact  that  wc can dbstract

oursclvcs frorn space in l itcraturc, whcrcas space is always inevi-

tably present in fi lm. IVloreover, l i terary space has all the sum'

marizing power of thc word. Hence the impossibil i ty of a mechani'

cal transposition of a l iterary description into fi lm. Bofa has vivid-

ly i l lustrated this fact: "The poet wrote that a cab galloped by.

The d i rector  wi l l  show i t  to  us; i t  is  an authent ic  cab,  decked wi th

a coachman in a white hat, whosc horse is galloping during a few

meters of  f i lm.  There is  no possib i l i ty  lc t t  for  you to imagine i t ;

th is  is  the prcmium lbr  thc v icwer 's  laz incss."

So I'ar vvc hitvc spokcn as iI thc total spacc providcd gradually

by the contcxt  wcrc unique and unchangcable in  every f i lm.  We

must also take into account, howevcr, the fact that space can

change in thc coursc of  thc samc [ i lm;  i t  can even do so sevcra l

t imes.  Considcr ing thc scmant ic  character  of  th is  space,  such a

change involvcs a transitiol-r frotn one semantic col-ttcxt to another.

A changc in sccnc is  somcthing qui tc  d i f ferent  f rom the t ransi t ion

from shot to shot in the same spacc. Even if there is a large span

between shots,  th is  t ransi t ion is  not  an in terrupt ion of  the con-

t inuous succession,  whercas a chatrge in  scenc (a change in the tota l

space )  const i tu tcs such an in tcrrupt io t r .  Wc must  thcrefore dcvotc

ou r  a t t cn t i on  t o  t l t i s .

These changes in scene can occur in several ways: by means of a

jump, by mcans of  a gradual  sh i f t ,  or  by means of  br idging.  In  the
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f irst case (a jupp), the last shot of the preceding scene and the
f i rs t  one fo l lowing i t  are s imply juxtaposcd.  This is  a consic lerable
interrupt ion of  the spat ia l  contcxt ,  the e xt rcme boundary of  com-
plete d isor ientat ion.  I t  is  natura l  that  th is  k ind of  t ransi t ion is
charged with meaning (is semanticizcd); f<>r exarrrple, it can mean
a <:o l r r lorscd sumrnat i r l r r  o f  th t :  act iorr .  l r r  t l rc  sccorr< l  casc (a shi f t )
a sudr lcr r  ladc-out  anr l  l 'adc- in arc inscr tcd l - rc twccn thc tw<l  sccncs,
or  thc in i t ia l  shot  of  the scc.nd scenc is  d issolved into thc last  shot
<-rI the first sccnc. Each of thesc dc'ic:cs has its spccific mca'ings.'fhe 

fadc-.ut can signify, ftrr examplc, the temporal distancine of
scenes fo l lowing onc another ; the d issolvc,  for  example,  a dream, a
v is i .n ,  a mcmory;  in  both cases,  . l '  c ( )ursc,  many other  rneanings
are possib le.  In  the th i rd casc (br idging) ,  the t ransi t ion is  ac-
complished through a purcly semantic process, lor instance a
f i lmic mctaphor (a mot ion .ccurr ing in  onc sccnc is  repeated wi th
a d i f ferent  meaning in  the fo l lowing onc:  we sec boys toss ine up
thc i r  leadcr  whom they l ike- then a charrsc in  scenc-and a qui te
analogous mot ion which is ,  however,  shovcl ing up broken soi l ) ,  or
anacoluthor  ( "u shi f t  in  construct ion" :  the pol iceman's sesture
mcaning " the way is  c lear"- then a change in sccnc-wc sec how
the iron grating of a shop fl ies up as if at the sign givcn by the
po l i ccman) .

We must add that sound-track fi lm has mulitplied the possibil i-
t ies of transition. on the one hand, it h:rs nradc possible ncw varia-
t ions in  t ransi t ion by br idging (a souncl  'ccurr ing in  one sccnc is
rcpcatcd in  anothcr  wi th a d i f fcrcnt  rncarr ing) ;  on thc othcr ,  i t  has
providcd thc possib i l i ty  o[  l ink ing by rnc;rns of  spccch ( in  one scene
i t  is  h inted that  people wi l l  go to the thcater ; thcn in  thc f r l lorv ing
scene'  presented wi thout  opt ica l  t ransi t ion,  we see a theatr ica l
hal l ) .  Each of  the methods of  t ransi t ion that  wc havc enumcratcc l
has its specific character which in individual cases is exproitcd
according to the structurc of the given l i lm. In general we can say
only that thc more that f i lm is reaching its very essencc, the more
thc gradual  sh i f t  or  br idging is  becominq i ts  basic  mode oI  t ransi -
t ion.  The coming of  sound-t rack f i lnr  in  par t icu lar  has beeun a new
staqc.  As long as f i lm workcd wi th capt ions,  the t ransi t ion bctwccn
t l rcrn was a lways possib lc  wi th a s implc j r rmp,  and thus i t  was not
l 'clt as somcthing exccpti<lnal, cvcn in places whcrc thcrc wcre n<t
capt ions.  Since capt ions havc d isappearcd,  thc feel ing of  thc con-
tinuity of space has become incrcasingly strongcr. And thus even

;;,r,:fude&ise$t'q{�hla;*g*lIi&d .
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the transition from sc€ne to scene is not exempt from the general

character of f i lmic space : its successive unfolding is oriented to-

ward cont inui ty .

The successiveness of f i lm space, whether it concerns a change

in shot  or  a change in scene,  does not ,  o f  course,  enta i l  an auto-

mat ica l ly  srnooth lkrw;  on thc contrary,  thc tcnsion ar is ing l ' rom

these changes creates the dynamics of this unfolding of space. It is

preciscly at these places in a fi lm that the viewer must make a

certain effort to undcrstand the spatially semantic relation be-

tween contiguous pictures. The degree of this tension varies, but it

can bc heightened to such an intensity that it alone suffices to

carry the dynamics of the whole fi lm, especially if frequent

transiti<lns from sccne to scene are used, since they are more

dynamic and conspicuous than transitions between shots. As an

example of a fi lm constructcd solely upon this specifically f i lmic

tension, we mention Vertov's Öeloaeh s kinoapparatom [The man

with a movie cameral in which the theme is almost entirely sup-

pressed and can be expressed by a single caption: a day in the city

st reets.
This case is, of course, exceptional. Usually a fi lm has a plot-

theme. If we ask about the essence of this theme, we shall discover

that  a speci f ic  meaning is  involved here,  just  as in  the case of  f i lmic

space. Despitc thc fact that the "models" of f i lm are concrete

people and objcctively real things (the actors and the scenery), the

plot  i tsc l l  is  ncvcr thelcss providcd by someone ( the author  of  the

screenplay)  and is  constructcd dur ing the shoot ing and montage

(by the director) so that the viewers wil l understand it, wil l con-

ceive it in a specil ' ic way. These circumstances render the plot

meaning. 
'fhe 

similarity bctween fi lmic plot and fi lmic space-

meaning s()cs cvcn l 'urthcr, howcvcr. Filmic plot (as well as narra-

t ive p lot )  is  a succcssively  rca l izcd meaning:  in  other  words,  p lot  is

provided not  only  by the qual i ty  o l '  mot i fs  but  a lso by thei r  suc-

cessionl if the succession of motifs is changed, the plot changes

too.  As ev idence let  me quote f rom the dai ly  newspaper:

I t  happened some t ime ago in Sweden.  At  that  t ime the

censor did not pass the Russian movie Bronenosec

Potemhin [ I 'hc bat t leship.Potemkin] .  As is  wel l  known,  the

fi lm begins with a scene depicting the maltreatment of sailors,

af ter  which the d iss idents are to be shot :  but  a revol t  and
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uprising take place on the ship. There is also fighting in the

city. Odessa in the year 1905! A fleet of battleships appears'

but lets the mutineers sail away. This plot was too revolu-

tionary for the censor. The company distributing the film

presented it to the censor once more. There were no changes

in thc picturcs and capt i ,ns. Thc f i l ' r  was sir .ply "rccut" and

the scenes scrambled. The result: the film edited in this way

begins with the middle part. with the mutiny! (thus after the

scene of the interrupted execut ion).  odessa 1905! The Rus-

sian fleet, with which the original version ends, appears, but

the first part of the film follows immediately thereafter. Now

after the mutiny the sailors stand in a row; they are bound and

put in front of the muzzles of guns. The film ends!

If, however, the plot is a meaning and moreover a successively

realized meaning, then in a film having a plot sequence there are

two successive semantic series which ru., simultaneously, but'do

not parallel one another, through the whole film: space and plot'

Their interrelation is felt, whether or not the director takes them

into account. lf this relationship is treated as a definite value, its

artistic exploitation is guided in every concrete case by the struc-

ture of the given film. tn general, we can say only this: the plot

is felt to be the basic semantic series, whereas successively realized

space appears as a differentiating factor. f'his is because space is,

after all, predetermined by plot. We do not, however, mean to

imply that this hierarchy could not bc reverscd by subordinat ing

plot to space but only that its reversal is fclt as an intentional

äeformation. The absolute realization of such a reversal is quite

possible in film because its specific character is not violated by

lhis;  rr ther i t  is better def ined by i t .  Our proof couldbe The Man

with a Movie Camera mentioned abovc. The opposite extreme is

the suppression of successive space in favor of plot; however, to

achieve this completely would mcan the nullification of specifical-

ly filmic space by making rhe camera immobilc during shooting.

what would remain would be only pictorial space as a shadow of

real space in which the plot took place during shooting. we could

thereiore find cases of such a radical "dcfilmization" o[ film in the

initial stage of development of this art.

Between these two extremes there is a wide range of possibilities.

The general rules for the actual selection cannot' of course, be
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found theoretically because selection is determined not only by

the character  of  the chosen p lot  but  a lso by the d i rector 's  in ten-

t ion.  To avoid thc r isk of  dogmat ism we can say only that  the

more weakly the p lot  is  connected through mot ivat ion ( that  is '  the

more i t  works wi th mere temporal  and causal  cont inui ty) ,  the

more easi ly  the dynamics of  space can asser t  i tse l f  in  the p lot .

Obviously ,  th is  docs n() t  mcan that  we could not  at tcmpt t<r

l ink rnot ivat ion lv i th  thc st rong dynarnism of  spacc.  Af tcr  a l l .  thc

dynamism of space in fi lm is not a sirnple concept, as wc have

seen:  shots funct ion in  thc st ructure of  f i lm in one way;  changes

in sccnc in another way. We can therefore distinguish betwcen

plots u,hich easily yield to a great span between individual shots-

those in which mot ivat ion is  t ransfcrred pr imar i ly  in to the in tcr ior

of  thc act ing charactcrs s<l  that  unt tsual  t ransi t ions bctwccn shots

can bc conccivcd as sl 'r ifts in the field of vision of the characters

themselves-and plots easily reconciled with frequent changes in

scene-those bascd on the external  acts of  the characters.  But  not

everr in this instance are we prescribing; we arc merely describing

thc path of  lcast  res is tancc.  Thcre is  no doubt  that  the path of

srcatest rcsistance can be taken in a concrete case.

Everything which we have said in this study about the epistemol'

ogical preconditions of f i lm space does not make a clairn for

absolutc val id i ty .  As car ly  i ts  tomorrow a rcvt t lu t i< lnary changc in

thc nrachinc tcchnoloqy of  th is  ar t  Inay Jrrov ide i t  wi th new, qui te

unexpected prccondi  t ions.




