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Film in Our Time

THE TIME HAS COME to take up a thread which was left hanging in mid-
air at the end of chapter 9. That chapter closed with the remark that the
spectator is not dreaming all the time and that the fact of his awakening
naturally raises the question as to what film may mean to his conscious
mind.* Relevant as the question then was, there would have been little
purpose in pursuing it further at a time when the question was in a sense
premature. Only now that the inner workings of film have been dealt
with is it possible and indeed necessary to come to grips with this issue,
which is the most central of all: what is the good of film experience?

PRIMACY OF INNER LIFE?

No doubt a major portion of the material which dazes and thrills
the moviegoer consists of sights of the outer world, crude physical spec-
tacles and details. And this emphasis on externals goes hand in hand with
a neglect of the things we usually consider essential. In Pycmarion the
scenes added to the original, scenes which ignored its moral to concen-
trate on incidental life, prove much more effective than the salient points
of the_Shavian dialogue, which is drowned in bagatelles; and what the
adaptation thus loses in significance is plainly a boon to it from the
cinematic viewpoint.** The cinema seems to come into its own when it
clings to the surface of things.

So one might conclude that films divert the spectator from the core
of life. This is why Paul Valéry objects to them. He conceives of the
cinema as an “external memory endowed with mechanical perfection.”

* See pp. 171--2.
** Cf, pp. 228-9.
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such”*—radically invalidate Valéry’s a
the essences of i

Valéry’s insisten
the impact of science the material components of our wo
mentum, the preference which
than he is willing to admit. Perhaps,

there is no short-cut to the evasive contents of inner life whose perennial
presence he takes for granted? Perhaps the way to them, if way there is,
leads through the experience of surface reality? Pethaps film is a gate
rather than a dead end or a mere diversion?

Yet these matters will have to wait.
modern man’s intellectual landscape.

nner life can no longer be had for the asking;

contrary to what Valéry assumes,

Let me begin at the beginning—

THE INTELLECTUAL LANDSCAPE

“Ruins of ancient beliefs”

From the ninetenth century on practically all thinkers of conse-
quence, no matter how much they differed in approach and outlook, have

agreed that beliefs once widely held—beliefs that were embraced by the
whole of the person and that covered life in its wholeness—have been
inexorably waning. They not only

acknowledge this fact but spedk of it

with an assurance which is palpably founded on inner experience. It is as
if they felt in their very bones the breakdown of binding norms.

Suffice it to select some

pertinent views at random. Nietzsche, the
Nietzsche of Human, All Too Human, claims that religion has had its

day and that there “will never again be a horizon of life and culture that
is bounded by religion.” (The later Nietzsche, though, would try to re-
store the patient to health by substituting the gospel of the Anti-Christ for
abandoned Christianity. But had not Comte too declared religion to be
a thing of the past and then made a new one of reason? Le roi est mort!
Vive le.roi!) What Nietzsche sweepingly postulates, Whitehead puts on
the record in the manner of a physician consulting the fever chart. “The

average curve marks a steady fall in religious tone,” he observes within
contexts devoted to the decay of religious influence in European civiliza-
tion." Freud on his part diag

noses the decay as a promising symptom. He
calls religion the universal illusion of mankind and, with complete

candor, compares it to a childhood neurosis. “According to this conception
one might prophesy that the abandoning of religion must take place with

* See pp. 169-70.
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complete secularization of public life and, accordingly, welcome the reced-
ing power of religious notions as 2 step forward in the evolution of man-
kind. They claim that religion should be superseded by reason; and they
tend to identify reason with science, or at least were inclined to do so in
the pre-atomic age. When speaking of the “ruins of ancient beliefs,”
Durkheim exhorts those who view them “anxiously and sadly” not to
“ascribe to science an evil it has not caused but rather it tries to cure.”
And: “Once established beliefs have been carried away by the current of
affairs [1], they cannot be artificially established; only reflection can guide
us in life, after this,”®
Guide us in what direction? Liberal-minded thinkers are confident
that the human race is amenable to education; that education inspired by
reason will launch it onto the way of progress; and that it will progress
infinitely in a society which affords its members freedom’ from oppression,
intellectual freedom and, not least, freedom from want, so that they may
fulfill all their inherent potentialities. The “classless society” is basically a
radical liberal's blueprint of the ideal social arrangement. Whatever the
varieties of the liberal creed, they always revolve around the principles of
reason, progress, democracy. This is not the place to elaborate on them.
The salient point is, rather, that here you have a vision which interprets
the loss of “ancient beliefs” as a gain in human prospects, with the ruins
being deserted for lively cominunities where religion retires to the domain
of private affairs.

Yet doubts mingle with optimism in the liberal camp itself. Ermnest
Renan, who had extolled the beneficent implications of science at the
time of the 1848 revolution, recanted his youthful enthusiasm over four
decades later. Human reason by itself alone, he would then declare, is
hardly in a position to provide norms and sanctions able to regulate our
moral life as effectively as did religion with its supernatural command-
ments; indeed, he goes so far as to submit that morality may deteriorate
in inverse ratio to the advance of science.!® Or think-of Freud’s late writ-
ings. True, he does not share Renan’s nostalgia for the ruins left behind,
but eventually he too takes a pretty dim view of the chances of reason and
progress. Only two years after having expressed the genuinely liberal
opinion that “in the long run nothing can withstand reason,”*! he pro-
fesses a cultural pessimism, in Civilization and Its Discontents, which
testifies to a profound change of heart.

Disavowing his hopes of yesterday, Freud now avers that the realm of
reason is forever threatened by man’s innate tendency toward aggression.
He derives this tendency from the “death instinct” and calls it “an over-
whelming obstacle to civilization.”12 The disturbing function he assigns
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of Soviet Russia, where people, much as they may suffer, do at least not
seem to suffer from our “sense of drift.” Yet were they even spontaneously
devoted to the cause of Communism, their faith would be anything but a
permanent emotional asset. For assuming Soviet Russia succeeds in achiev-
ing a state of well-being comparable to America’s, then all the ideological
incentives and pressures which now create suspense on the domestic scene
are likely to falter for lack of purpose, and the resulting society, classless or
not, will presumably be threatened with the same ideological exhaustion
as the liberal democracies.)

Hence 2 will to believe, a preparedness for appeals saummoning faith;
exposed to the cold winds of emptiness, many a disenchanted intellectual
has successively sought shelter in Communist party discipline, psycho-
analysis, and what not. Nor is there a.lack of faith-raising campaigns.
Toynbee never tires of advising us that we will go to the dogs if we do not
Place again religion above all secular concerns. What religion? His histori-
cal analogies should prompt Toynbee to predict the emergence of a new
“higher religion” superseding Christianity. But loath to desert the latter,
he prefers to forget his own premises and, in a dizzying turnabout, pro-
claims flatly that in our particular case a new “higher religion” can be
dispensed with because Christianity is not yet at the end of its rope.¢ It
need not be Christianity. Others, alarmed by the fatal consequences of
specialization, champion a renaissance of humanismy; and still others refer
us to mythology or get immersed in the religions of the Far East. Most
of these movements are regressive in the sense that they revert to fashions
of thought and argument preceding the scientific revolution. For the rest,

it appears that the will to believe is matched by the incapacity for be-

lieving. Apathy spreads like an epidemic; the “lonely crowd”®s fills the
vacuum with surrogates.

Highways through the void

The other, less noticed characteristic of our situation can briefly be
defined as abstractness—a term denoting the abstract manner in which
people of all walks of life perceive the world and themselves. We not only
live among the “ruins of ancient beliefs” but live among them with at
best a shadowy awareness of things in their fullness. This can be blamed
on the enormous impact of science. As the curve of “religious tone” has
been falling, that of science has risen steadily. How could it be otherwise?
Science is the fountainhead of technological progress, the source of an
endless stream of discoveries and inventions that affect everyday life in its
remotest recesses and alter it with ever-increasing speed. It is not too much
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technical terms, such as “fall-out,” “plastics,” “automation,” etc,; the
odds are, in fact, that terms in this vein make up a large percentage of
the words which ordinary language is continually assimilating. Words
canalize thought: the prominent place which technical nomenclature
occupies in common speech suggests that the technician’s mentality
spreads far afield.

People are technological-minded—which, for instance, implies that
the gratifications they derive from certain media of communications
often bear no relation to the quality of the communications themselves.
The transmitting apparatus overwhelms the contents transmitted. A case
in point is the use which so many people make of canned music; as if
tempted by its unlimited availability, they assign to it just the role of a
background noise. Presumably the music not listened to satisfies their
desire for companionship; when noise drowns the silence enveloping them,
they need no longer suffer from loneliness. And why do they feel lonely?
Much as they may miss human contacts, their loneliness is also a symptom
of the abstractness which obstructs our intercourse with images and
meanings.

Indeed, no sooner do we try to get in touch with mental entities than
they tend to evaporate, In reaching out for them, we reduce them to ab-
stractions as colorless as the noise to which radio music is commonly
being reduced. This is illustrated by two popular approaches to things
cultural or spiritual; both effect such reductions and both take their cue
from science in a sense. One of them, which feeds strongly on Freud and
depth psychology in general, voids all kinds of mental phenomena of their
substance by passing them off as derivatives of psychological dispositions.
To mention a few familiar examples, religious beliefs are identified as
expressions or symbols of man’s inborn fears and hopes (but what about
the forms these beliefs assume, the degrees of truth to which they may

attain?); wars are explained from irrepressible aggressivity (which does
not explain historical wars at all); appraisals of the merits and shortcom-
ings of our social order give place to considerations which largely revolve
around the problem of whether we are adjusted or maladjusted to that
order, no matter what it is like, It is all attitudes, behavior patterns, inner
drives. Thus the specific content of the values surrounding us is psy-
chologized away and the realm to which they belong sinks into limbo.

The other approach to this realm consists in what may be called the
relativistic reduction. Along with progressive social mobility, the large-
scale flow of information, so greatly facilitated by the media of mass
communications, makes people realize that everything can be viewed
from more than one angle and that theirs is not the only way of life which
has a title to recognition. Accordingly, their confidence in absolutes is
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wavering; at the same time the broat_iening of their ltl'onzon chzuﬁn
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Durkheim remarks that the “authority of vanished traditions
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replace the traditional beliefs and yet continue to endorse science.
his is precisely the snag.
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sthey try to overcome. Consider Toynbee’s, which is representative
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energies accumulated in them, their temperature is likely to

Challenge

This then is modern man’s situation: He lacks tl}e guidance of bi
ing norms. He touches reality only with .the ﬁng?rtll?fi- ll\jow-de Rat
determinants of contemporary life do not simply exist side by st 1 : se impetceptibly. Ideological f i i i
: deeply affects our rélations to the body of 1det? 0gy- se ‘impefeeptibly. Ideological fervor may continue to soar at inter-
our abs?ract‘ne‘_ss ply am. 1ly all direct efforts to revamp religion | nd religious institutions may stay with us for an indefinite period. i
be precise, it impedes practl.ca y a - tily that the cooling process is irreversible. {Note that the familiar '
establish a consensus of beliefs. . : te.view has a convincing ring also; one might indeed argue that
on beliefs are bound to re-emerge because man cannot breathe and

* Cf. pp. 8-9.
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live in an ideological vacuum. )Speculations sub specie aeternitatis along
ines are rather gratuitious. ‘ ]

these(]):f: again, theg:;uestion as to whether or not lfieology h::k:xa%ﬁtii
heyday is a sham question which only obscures the issue zflt 5 th:e This
issue concerns not so much our relations to um_fyl.ng beliefs as the con
ditions alone under which such beliefs are access‘lble to us ﬂ’:o ag.t v
would on principle have free access to them were it not f:;lr et :r : sstirc *
ness of our approach to things in and about us. It is this charac e o
modern man’s mentality which frustrates his attempts to escape o
spiritual nakedness. So our situation confrpnts us with a very &rélamelt ou;
very urgent challenge: if we want to assimilate values that m;an e
horizon we must first rid ourselves of that abstractness as best we > r o
trying to meet this challenge, we may still not be abl;e ﬁto(l:lc:-ast i:gefhin
ideological certainties, yet at least we stand a f:hance of finding s e _g
we did not look for, something tremendously important in 1ts own 1g

the world that is ours.

EXPERIENCE AND ITS MATERIAL

“Radiance of the sunset”

Evidently we can limit our all but Compu!s%ve incI.ulgenceb in 2bs;:;a(s:-
tions only if we restore to the objectsl the qua,l,mes whn:h,dasf evtvhz kiz ci
give them “their poignancy and preciousness.” The remedy for e kind
of abstractness which befalls minds under the impact of ss:lencedls spthe
ence—the experience of things in their concreteness. Whltc?hea w‘;l‘ :
first to see our situation in this light and to comment on it accor zlnga }};
He blames contemporary society for favoring the fcendency tqt\:va_r >
stract thinking and insists that we want concretlon—wanthl in fhe
double sense of the word: “When you understafld all about the sun
all about the atmosphere and all about the rPtahon of 'the earth, I31roud_masé
still miss the radiance of the sunset. There is no .subs‘tlttfte for tl.e 1§:;:c
perception of the concrete achievement of a thing in 1.ts a(lztua 111§yt e
want concrete fact with a high light thrown on what is relevant to
Premx:ls; elslst;w can this demand be met? ‘What I mean,” Whﬁeh;ad
continues, “is art and aesthetic education. It is, however, art_ in suc _:;
general sense that I hardly like to call it by that name. Art is a s'pec,l,:;:9
example. What we want is to draw out habits c_)f_aesthetlc apprczhensmn.t
No doubt Whitehead is right in thus emphasizing the aesthetic character
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of experience. The perception of “concrete fact” presupposes both de-
tached and intense participation in it; in order to manifest its concreteness,
the fact must be perceived in ways similar to those which play a role in the
enjoyment and production of art.

Whitehead himself exemplifies this necessity by pointing to the
multiple aspects of a factory with “its machinery, its community of
operatives, its social service to the general population . . .” etc. Instead of
dealing with it merely in terms of economic abstractions, as is the custom,
we should learn to appreciate all its values and potentialities. “What we
want to train is the habit of apprehending such an organism in its com-

- pleteness.” Perhaps the term “completeness” is not quite adequate. In

experiencing an object, we not only broaden our knowledge of its diverse
qualities but in a manner of speaking incorporate it into us so that we
grasp its being and its dynamics from within—a sort of blood transfusion,
as it were. It is two different things to know about the habits and
typical reactions of a foreign people and really to experience what makes
them tick. (Here, incidentally, lies the problem of the currently fashion-
able cultural exchanges, with their claim to promote “mutual understand-
ing.”) Or take our relations to a city: the geometric pattern of New York
streets is a wellknown fact, but this fact becomes concrete only if we
realize, for instance, that all the cross streets end in the nothingness of
the blank sky.

What we want, then, is to touch reality not only with the fingertips
but to seize it and shake hands with it. Out of this urge for concretion
technicians often fall into playful animism, lending some motor with
which they commune the traits of a whimsical person. Yet there are
different realitics or dimensions of reality, and our situation is such that
not all of these worlds are equally available to us. Which of them will
yield to our advances? The answer is, plainly, that we can experience only
the reality still at our disposal.

Reality within reach

Because of the waning of ideology the world we live in is cluttered
with debris, all attempts at new syntheses notwithstanding. There are no
wholes in this world; rather, it consists of bits of chance events whose
flow substitutes for meaningful continuity. Correspondingly, individual
consciousness must be thought of as an aggregate of splinters of beliefs
and sundry activities; and since the life of the mind lacks structure, im-
pulses from psychosomatic regions are apt to surge up and fill the inter-
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stices, Fragmentized individuals act out their parts in fragmentized
l- ' . . » >
- ltIyt is the world of Proust, Joyce, Virginia Woolf. Proust’s w;)lrk r.:st.s
throughout upon the conviction that no man 15 a whole apd t att i tx:
impossible to know a man because he hlmsiilé 'Chan%(}is whlgl wer earl);stic
i iginal i i im.2* In addition, the modern
1 our original impressions of him. ditic _ tic
flgffiaflyinsist s o% the “disintegration of the continuity ofﬂexit:rer;ortﬁye;fi.nt-
i ; i Lighthouse to illustrate this d
h Auerbach uses a section of To the ; : r
E:\ri;:hat takes place here in Virginia Woolf’s novel is precisely what \gr;s
attempted everywhere in works of this kind . . . —that is, to put ; e
emphasis on the random occurrence, to exploit :: n%tl m_the. ::];vif;cer ;uﬁ
' inui i in itself.”?® e. inevi
ed continuity of action but in i . ‘
ir;lilri:t the chaﬁcet}l;appenings narrated for their own sake d(‘)‘ not add up
to a whole with a purpose.”** Or as Auerbach Ob.Sferves, common to
almost all of these novels is haziness, vague indeﬁnabl.hty of meggmg; e
uninterpretable symbolism.”* (About the same might be said of any
Fellini film — prior to his DorcE Vira, that is.) s
Now the world portrayed by the modern novel ex,tepds fron':cls SI:){(t)I'E.l i
iri i down to scattered material events. It 1s a
spiritual notions all the way dow d mat o Tty
i i the physical dimension s
mental continuum which comprises : ension of realD
i ibiting it separately. But if we want to do away wil
without, however, exhibiting i e o y with
ili t focus primarily on this matenal
the prevailing abstraciness, we must focus ily s o
i i ' i d in disengaging from the res
sion which science has succeede 1 _. c
f}llrene;orld For scientific and technological abstra}ctlons condition 1?;6
minds most effectively; and they all refer us to physxc;ll phen}clymena, v: 10;
i i ' their qualities. Hence the urgency
at the same time luring us away from : 5 the wrgency of
i i these given and yet ungiven phenomena 1 hen
) i ial of “aesthetic apprehension” is the
creteness, The essential material o _
physical world, including all that it may suggest to us. We cannot hope to

embrace reality unless we penetrate its lowest layers.

Physical reality as the domain of Alm

But how can we gain access to these lower depths? One thing is rg;re,
the task of contacting them is greatly facilitatedbby phot}c:g:;pllly S?mdax r::;
hi i i t reach their
§ which not only isolate physical data bu climas
]r): t:lés(;nt}?xgl it. Lewis Mumford justly emphasizes ph‘otographys upique
caI;acity for adequately depicting the “complicated, mter—related aspects

*Cf. p. 219,
*% See pp. 221-2.
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of our modern environment.”? And where photography ends, film, much
more inclusive, takes over. Products of science and technology, the two
media are our contemporaries in every sense of the word; small wonder that
they should have a bearing on preferences and needs arising from our situ-
ation, It is again Mumford who establishes a relation between the cinema
and one of these needs; he argues that film may fulfill a timely mission in
helping us apprehend and appreciate material objects (or “organisms,” as
he sees it to call them): “Without any conscious notion of its destina-
tion, the motion picture presents us with a world of interpenetrating,
counterinfluencing organisms: and it enables us to think about that
world with a greater degree of concreteness.”26

"This is not all, however, In recording and exploring physical reality,
film exposes to view a world never seen before, a world as elusive as Poe's
purloined letter, which cannot be found because it is within everybody’s
reach. What is meant here is of course not any of those extensions of the
everyday world which are being annexed by science but our ordinary
physical environment itself. Strange as it may seem, although streets,
faces, railway stations, etc., lie before our eyes, they have remained
largely invisible so far. Why is this so?

For one thing, it should be remembered that physical nature has
been persistently veiled by ideologies relating its manifestations to some
total aspect of the universe. (Much as realistic medieval painters indulge
in ugliness and horror, the reality they reveal lacks immediateness; it
emerges only to be consumed again by arrangements, compositional or
otherwise, which are imposed on it from without and reflect such holistic
notions as sin, the last judgment, salvation, and the like.) Yet considering
the breakdown of traditional values and norms, this explanation of our
failure to notice the world around us is no longer convincing, In fact, it
makes good sense to conclude that, now that ideology has disintegrated,
material objects are divested of their wraps and veils so that we may
appreciate them in their own right. Dewey jumps at this conclusion. He
submits that our freedom “from syntheses of the imagination that went
contrary to the grain of things"?" is compensated for by our new aware-
ness of the latter; and he attributes this development not only to the dis-
appearance of false syntheses but to the liberating influence of science
as well. Science, says he, “has greatly quickened in a few at least alertness
of observation with respect to things of whose existence we were not
before even aware.”’28

But Dewey fails to realize that science is a double-edged sword. On
the one hand, it alerts us to the world of its concern, as he assumes; on
the other, it tends to remove that world from the field of vision—a-
counterinfluence which he does not mention, The truly decisive reason
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X - - + ’ L * e
for the elusiveness of physical reality is the habit of a;)stremlt\I gb;:;l;l;le% \:Iro
have acquired under the reign of science anc:) t]e?:}lﬂottl)lg{ e

i the “ancient beliefs
we emancipate ourselves from ; . e e And
imi iti i the things continue to ,
climinate the qualities of things. So the thn : p e el
tusive since we usually ca ;
assuredly, they are all the more € ' \ . not her
i i i tional views and purpo:
ng them in the perspective of conven : yhich
Spf;tlintgbeyond their self-contained being. Hence, were rlrtn 23: i(gogxi ;n:zr_
i i Id cost us an €no
ention of the film camera, it wou £ to
‘:nount the barriers which separate u; from our ev}t:ryc:azvil:lrrg;;(ci{r:lgost "
i isi id not, or perhap .
Film renders visible what we did not, or ‘ Dot se¢
i i i in discovering the matenat w
e its advent. It effectively assists us in : :
E:E{;I its psychophysical correspondences. We 11ter'a:1y redt}a;rme rtl(;lesa :{v)c:lr;cgl
i i f virtual nonexistence,
from its dormant state, its state O : oring
ti) experience it through the camera. And we arge frze ;segx;;esn:nis {:si:[en
i i 1 €
se we are fragmentized. The cinema can ) ed
;Zl:timlarly equipg;:d to promote the redemption of p_Iglsmal t;e;l;tg.eizss
imagery permits us, for the first time, to take away with us i
and oceurrences that comprise the flow of material life.

THE REDEMPTION OF PHYSICAL REALITY

Art with a difference

But in order to make us experience ph;fsical realitj_(,_ ﬁlmfsh n;us: :;2;”5
what they picture. This requirement is so htth? self-evident that 1
the issue of the medium’s relation to the traditional arts. o invalve
To the extent that painting, literature, the theater, ¢ c.,‘t lve
nature at all, they do not really represent lit.IRatlief, thtzy at:::tc:) :10 ;s; w
i , i hich lay claim .
material from which to build works w lain nomy. 1
i i he raw material itself, or, to be p
the work of art nothing remains of t mal o o be pro
i j it i 1ded that it implements the in
cise, all that remains of it is so mo : ment e
’ i the reallife material disappea
conveyed through it. In a sense, aHife materia s
ist’s i tive imagination may ‘
artist’s intentions. To be sure, his crea : 2 Jindled
j instead of preserving them 1n
by real objects and events, but ins .
aymorphous ]state, he spontaneously shapes them according to the forms
and notions they call forth in him. .
This distinguishes the painter or pﬁ)et from th: dﬁlli?e Ii?]a]t(}z’ r::}ll;:
i i if he incorporate 8
him, the artist would cease to be one i e | : w29
i listically minded, he overw
endered by the camera. However realish ' ' '
1;ather thanyrecords reality. And since he is free to indulge his formative
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aspirations, his work tends to be a significant whole. In consequence, the
significance of a work of art determines that of its elements; or conversely,
its elements are significant in so far as they contribute to the truth or
beauty inherent in the work as a whole. Their function is not to reflect
reality but to bear out a vision of it. Art proceeds from top to bottom.
From the distant viewpoint of the photographic media this also applies to
works which imitate nature, induce randomness, or, Dada fashion, obstruct
art. The scrap of newspaper in a perfect collage is transformed from a
sample of extraneous actuality into the emanation of an “idea concep-
tion,” to use Eisenstein’s term.*

The intrusion of Art into film thwarts the cinema’s intrinsic possi-
bilities, If for reasons of aesthetic purity films influenced by the traditional
arts prefer to disregard actual physical reality, they miss an opportunity
reserved for the cinematic medium. And if they do picture the given
visible world, they nevertheless fail to show it, for the shots of it then
merely serve to compose what can be passed off as a work of art; accord-
ingly, the reallife material in such films forfeits its character as raw
material. Here belong not only artistically ambitious experimental films—
¢.g. Bufiuel-Dali’s Unv Crien ANparou—but all the innumerable commer-
cial films which, though completely devoid of art, nevertheless half-uninten-
tionally pay tribute to it by following the ways of the theater.

Nobody would think of minimizing the difference between U
Crten Anparou, a hybrid of great artistic interest, and ordinary screen
entertainment along theatrical lines. And yet the routine product and the
artist’s work coincide in estranging the medium from pursuits which are
peculiar to it. As compared with, say, Umperro D. or Casmia, average
theatrical films and certain high-level avant-garde films must be lumped
together in spite of all that separates them. Films of this kind exploit, not
explore, the material phenomena they insert; they insert them not in their
own interest but for the purpose of establishing a significant whole; and
in pointing up some such whole, they refer us from the material dimension
back to that of ideology. Art in film is reactionary because it symbolizes
wholeness and thus pretends to the continued existence of beliefs which
“cover” physical reality in both senses of the word. The result is films
which sustain the prevailing abstractness.

Their undeniable frequency should not lead one to underestimate the
occurrence of films rejecting the “lie of ‘art.” ”2® These range from plain
films of fact—newsreels or purely factual documentaries—to full-grown
feature films imbued with their authors’ formative aspirations. The films
of the first group, which are not even meant to be art, simply follow the

* See p. 221.
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realistic tendency, thereby at least meeting the minimum requirement of
what has been called the “cinematic approach.”* As for the feature films,
they are the arena of both the realistic tendency and the formative
tendency; yet in these films the latter never tries to emancipate itself
from, and overpower, the former, as it does in any theatrical movie. Think
of Poremxm, silent film comedy, GREED, several Westerns and gangster
films, La Granpe Inrusion, the major productions of Italian neorealism,
Los Ovvpapos, Mr. Huror's Horpay, PATHER PANCHALL etc.: all of
them rely largely on the suggestive power of raw material brought in by the
cameras; and all of them more or less conform to Pellini’s dictum that a
“good picture” should not aim at the autonomy of a work of art but “have
mistakes in it, like life, like people.”s?

Does the cinema gravitate toward flms in this vein? In any cas¢,
their prominent features tend to assert themselves throughout the body of
glms and often in places where one would least expect them. It time
and again happens that an otherwise theatrical film includes a scene whose
images inadvertently tell a story of their own, which for a transient
moment makes one completely forget the manifest story. One might say

of such a film that it is badly composed; but its alleged shortcoming is
actually its only merit. The trend toward semi-documentaries is, partly,
a concession fo the virtues of dramatic documentaries.** The typical com-
position of the musical reflects the precarious, if not antinomic, relations
that obtain in the depth of the medium between the realistic and forma-
tive tendencies.t More recently, attempts are being made, or rather, re-
sumedit, to get away from literature and rigid story construction by having
the actors extemporize their lines. (Whether these attempts are likely to
introduce genuine incident is quite another question.)

All this does not imply that camera-realism and art exclude each
other. But if films which really show what they picture are art, they are
art with a difference. Indeed, along with photography, film is the only art
which exhibits its raw material. Such art as goes into cinematic films
must be traced to their creators’ capacity for reading the book of nature.
The film artist has traits of an imaginative reader or an explorer prodded
by insatiable curiosity.§ To repeat a definition given in earlier contexts, he
is “a man who sets out to tell a story but, in shooting it, is 0 overwhelmed
by his innate desire to cover all of physical reality—and also by a feeling

* See p. 38, and passim.

% Cf, pp. 25960,

t See pp- 148-9, 213.

i+ CE. pp. 98 (reference to Pabst’s mise-en-scéne of his Tue Lov
Nex), 249 n.

§ See p- 16.

E OF JEANKE
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in which he risks becoming irretri
] g irretrievabl i i
great efforts, get back to the highWay: he%elfti)ff*lf e o mot, By virtae of

Moments of everyday life

state.**esgl;\:egfrbwatches the images on the screen in a dream-like
retoness: 1o be rec'e SL;lpposed Fo apprehend physical reality in its con-
objects ;nd nanl:ele lse,h e experiences a flow of chance events, scattered
ot rothers o tsli shapes. In the moviehouses, exclaims Michel Dard
rcoscupation ot &) e polls;:nous plants, the pebbles . . "3 Because of the
P Taeomngy it is mf\mt ‘ ph'ysxcal minutizet as well as the decline
they are, should ab. mb act inovitable that our minds, fragmentized
oiged (B,alézs) ' ;;)r not so much wholes as “small moments of materiiﬁ
dimensions of life i ow material lifc may be part and parcel of various
e o o o G 5.3l o o i
Tn £ for a particular orbit of life?
over all szrl]z?trseiﬂznsint:;)?e S'In'lllau units are clements of plots frec to range
in fantasies, cham gidn %e]‘ ey may try to reconstruct the past, indulge
v ;md w 1_11) 0 a belief, or picture an individual conflict, a strange
Pt i; i 3 not. Consider any element of such a story film 1\?0
A stronnl ed to advance the story to which it belongs, but it also
bistle. relity, sosoundes, e, &5 just @ hagmentary moment of
visible meanings ufr?:lnfded’- as it were, by a. fringe of indeterminate
the conflict thi i:elief 11‘;1 this capacity the moment disengages itself from
converges, A o Dl ; ht e adventure, toward which the whole of the story
of fear s e screen may attract us as a singular manifestation
2 stooet servﬁ?g ‘ sssarel!i:i:rlille;i 33 tthe events which motivate its expression.
to thsetfor: and produce airintoxic:tist?;n :ﬁ?az: reel or love affair may rush
reet a ; :
the plot wh;::i i;::;]c;e, then,- open up a dimension much wider than that of
the buperstructure yfsusta:p. This dimension extends, so to speak, beneath
b e of specific story contents; it is made up of ,moments
el r)f‘ o y's reach, moments as common as birth and death
» or “the ripple of the leaves stirred by the wind.”§ To be s’ur(::r

* See p. 255.
** See chapter 9, passim; especi
4 2 i1 —
t Cf. pp. 50, 297-8. pectally pp. 165
t1 See pp. 89, 225,
§ Cf. p. 31,
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what happens in each of these moments, says -Eric‘h %ueéb:clilt, a]cs(())nczzr!?;
in a very personal way the individuals who 11\(e in it, hu ko (ang
for that very reason) concerns the elementary thmgs whic m}firéh if neral
have in common. It is precisely the Fandom moment c\iv S e
paratively independent of the controversial and unstable (;u‘_ler]s‘f o e
men fight and despair; it passes unaffected by them, as dai yl ‘i:lholds e
though his poignant observation bears on the modern n;:::e " o it
less true of film—except for the fact, n.eghg:ble mt.hlg this acoS foxt, et
the elements of the novel involve the life of the mind In way,

- ema' < > + ¥ . -
the Cll\rllote that Auerbach’s casual reference to daily hfeﬂ:ffersc :; Hllg]n
portant clue. The small random moments Whld(‘; cc:ln;errsla id"tlfsconsﬁtute

i i e
d me and the rest of mankind can indee :
ttl(iey:i)il;nixrlasion of everyday life, this matrix of all other modes oi :‘er:g:tlzrl.a::
is a very substantial dimension. If you d:sregard- for a rgortr;len  atieglare
beliefs, ideological objectives, special und;rtakzggs, nz:;) feastts: ke, there
’ . . . s a , .
ill temain the sorrows and satlsfactllons, iscor :
;t;rs;its, which mark the ordinary busmelss of l:v1tng. Pr;)_lcizlcnilctcshgi ;:;:gozivnlg
ic i i ilient texture w
microscopic interaction, they form a restli h e e
i idemi kes, and revolutions. Film _
and survives wars, epidemics, earl.:hqua \ o, R cording
this texture of everyday life,* whose composi :
::P:g::e people, and time. So they help us r_mt'Only to.aplsfeCIatc.:rgur
given nl’aterial environment but to extend it in all directions. They
irtually make the world our home. ]
VutuEl'I‘liris was already recognized in the ea_rly days of the medllxg;é E::
German critic Herman G. Scheffaver predicted as far backhas 20 that
through film man “shall come to know the eairith as 1;15;1 E)sw;]la n(:l‘:aie',’ e ‘{;e i
nfines of hi .
he may never have escaped the narrow conf: Jis hamlet e
i himself in similar term
hirty years later Gabriel Marcel expresses !
:t:;itlzuires to film, especially documentary film, th:e pow‘;r ofh fi;:lepi:n:)t‘llgr
and rendering more intimate “our relat;:m to this l}ilarlt1 h v:l v::;ys s our

i ” “that to me who

habitat.” “And 1 should $ay, he adds, ! E Hat § ality
ity to i habit of seeing—what in reality,
sity to get tired of what I have the « _

E}rlgf?: 1ItJ:ilcn n%t see anymore—this power peculiar to the cinema seems to

be literally redeeming [salvatrice].”s*

Material evidence

In acquainting us with the world we live in, the cine'mal exhlbni::
phenomena whose appearance in the witness stand is of particular cons

* See pp. 71-2.
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quence. It brings us face to face with the things we dread. And it often
challenges us to confront the reallife events it shows with the ideas we
commonly entertain about them.

THE HEAD OF MEDUSA

We have learned in school the story of the Gorgon Medusa whose
face, with its huge teeth and protruding tongue, was so horrible that the
sheer sight of it turned men and beasts into stone. When Athena insti-
gated Perseus to slay the monster, she therefore warned him never to look
at the face itself but only at its mirror reflection in the polished shield she
had given him. Following her advice, Perseus cut off Medusa’s head with
the sickle which Hermes had contributed to his equipment 3%

The moral of the myth is, of course, that we do not, and cannot, see
actual horrors because they paralyze us with blinding fear; and that we
shall know what they look like only by watching images of them which
reproduce their true appearance. These images have nothing in common
with the artist’s imaginative rendering of an unseen dread but are in the
nature of mirror reflections. Now of all the existing media the cinema
alone holds up a mirror to nature. Hence our dependence on it for the re-
flection of happenings which would petrify us were we to encounter them
in real life. The film screen is Athena’s polished shield.

This is not all, however. In addition, the myth suggests that the images
on the shield or screen are a means to an end; they are to enable—or,
by extension, induce—the spectator to behead the horror they mirror.
Many a war film indulges in cruelties for this very reason. Do such films
serve the purpose? In the myth itself Medusa’s decapitation is not yet
the end of her reign. Athena, we are told, fastened the terible head to
her aegis so as to throw a scare in her enemies, Perseus, the image watcher,
did not succeed in laying the ghost for good.

So the question arises whether it makes sense at all to seek the mean-
ing of horror images in their underlying intentions or uncertain effects.
Think of Georges Franju’s Le SaNG DEs BErzs, a documentary about a
Paris slaughterhouse: puddles of blood spread on the floor while horse
and cow are killed methodically; a saw dismembers animal bodies still
warm with life; and there is the unfathomable shot of the calves’ heads
being arranged into a rustic pattern which breathes the peace of a geo-
metrical ornament. [IHus. 59] It would be preposterous to assume that
these unbearably lurid pictures were intended to preach the gospel of

vegetarianism; nor can they possibly be branded as an attempt to satisfy
the dark desire for scenes of destruction.*

* Cf. pp. 57-8.
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The mirror reflections of horror are an end in t_hemselves. j'\st ;u}fi};
they beckon the spectator to take th(:lm 1:11 f;n;] tg:s I;:}f;?(;;atf e;ﬂty s
memory the real face of things too drea 0 held I v o

iencing the rows of calves’ heads or the litter of torture
it%?:se?;mt%et films made of the Nazi concentration camps, w:i :«lediins
horror from its invisibility behind the veils of panic and 1magmz Oo\;;e;ful
this experience is liberating in as rpuch as it removes a Itnosﬁ IE[ wertel
taboo. Perhaps Perseus’ greatest achievement was not to cuh o F Medosa's
head but to overcome his fears and lqok at its reflection in : e g heaé[ nd
was it not precisely this feat which permitted hm; o be

monster?

CONFRONTATIONS - i
Corroborative images Films or film passages which tt;:mfrontt i::; o?
material reality with our notions of it may qlther confirm es: ggcause it
give the lie to them. The first alternative is of le.sser_ interes pocause it
rarely involves genuine corroboration_s. Confirmative Imagwi:.s, O? i ’idea
as a rule called upon not to authenticate the truth to rea Iiy&r L an idea
but to persuade us into accillatin'g itfunquest}ongiii.s iic;lr%en(;m e e
tatious happiness of the co ective farmers in Eis OLn A rez
tured crowds hailing Hitler in the Nazi films, the miracu
;il:geio?]l:rgiracles in Cecil B.gDe Mille’s THE TEN COJl.\IMANDMENTS, ete.
(But what an incomparable showman was De Mille, a]as.)' e
All of it is rigged evidence. These sham cc?rroboratxons are n:: ended
to make you believe, not see. Someti{nes they include a ster‘eo:yfhe Shot
which epitomizes their spirit: a face is so ph_otogra;fhgc? a.gamts‘ ¢ hagl "
that hair and cheek are contoured by a luminous line intima 1%11 alo.
The shot has an embellishing rather than revealing function. y fnth
the visuals take on this finction we may bfe reasonably sure tha deer)i
serve to advertise a belief or uphold conformity. F:or the rest, ]ljt is ut:) Jor
stood that not all corroborative images !ack genuineness. Ip_h TARY ot
Country PriesT the face of the young priest sqbstan'txatqs,. with a 153\&; T2l
its own, the awesome reality of his religious faith, his spu.ltual tribulations.

Debunking Of course, the main interest l_ies not with cogollaoratllxée
imagery but with images which question our notions of the physzca_lthwmlfl ai
No sooner do films confront reality, as captured by the camera, Vv;l : I‘I‘sr at
we wrongly believe it resembles than 'the whole burden of' pmt})l . }?then
the images alone. And since it is their do_cumentfiry qt_mhty whic o
counts, such confrontations are certainly in keeping with the 'cmex?a;he
approach; in fact, they can be said to be as direct a manifestation o
medium as is the flow of material life.
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Small wonder that the body of existing films abounds in confronta-
tions of this type. Significantly, silent film comedy, where they are used
for comic effect, develops them from the technical properties of the cip--
ema. In a ship scene of Chaplin’s TeE IMMIGRANT a traveler who, seen
from behind, seems to go through all the motions of seasickness reveals
himself to be engaged in fishing when shown from the opposite angle, A
change of camera position and the truth comes out. It is a standardized
gag—a shot dissolving some misconception deliberately fostered by the
preceding shots.

Whether fun or censure, the principle remains the same. The first
one to utilize the camera as a means of debunking was, as might be ex-
pected, D. W. Griffith. He considered it his task to “make you see”;* and
he was aware that this task required of him not only the rendering of our
environment but the exposure of bias. Among the many prototypes he
created at the time of the first World War is that scene of Broxen
Brossoms in which he juxtaposes the noble and unassuming face of the
film’s Chinese protagonist with the close-ups of two missionaries whose
faces exude unctuous hypoerisy. Griffith thus confronts the belief in the
white man’s superiority with the reality it allegedly covers and through
this confrontation denounces it as an unwarranted prejudice.

The pattern set by him has frequently been followed for the purpose
of exposing social injustice and the ideology from which it stems. Béla
Baldzs, who knowingly points to the cinema’s “innermost tendency . . .
toward revealing and unmasking,” extols the Eisenstein and Pudovkin
films of the ’twenties as the apex of cinematic art because of their con-
cern with confrontations along these lines 3¢

Need it be said that many of their seeming revelations are actually
vehement propaganda messages? Yet as with public opinion, documentary
film material cannot be manipulated infinitely; some truth is bound to
come to light here and there. In Tus Exp oF ST. PETERSBURG, for instance,
the scene with the young peasant walking past the columned palaces of
the Czarist capital illumines in a flash the alliance that obtains between
oppressive autocratic rule and architectural splendor.

It'is not the Soviet cinema alone which favors camera exercises in
social criticism. John Ford bares the plight of migratory farm workers in
his THE GraPES OF WrRATH, and Jean Vigo in A rroros pe Nice stigma-
tizes the futile life of the idle rich by depicting random moments of it. One
of the most consummate achievements in this vein is Georges Franju’s
L’Horev pEs InvaLiogs, a documentary commissioned by the French gov-
emment. On the surface, the film is nothing but a straight record of a

* See motto, p. 41,
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sightseeing tour through the historical buildi.n‘g; surrou‘nfieéi1 }Lyi _ Itloufr(l)_sﬁ;
the guides, old war invalids, proceed from exhibit to ex}“bl'tf'h olds gm‘out
on Napol;:on, armored knights, and victorious battles.h' helr \;vd pout
comments, however, are synchronized with pictures Ww. ic! d"l:tment o
subtly of their meaning, so that the whzloei turns into an ndl
ilitari d an insipid hero cult. [Ilus. . _ _
mlhtgisﬁ:;zical reali?y is revealed out of a df.',:nre1 to l[:zerc; ::1; iial);:wc::
i i im i d elsewhere
conventions. Erich von Stroheim in GREEP an : e
i i kles beneath the thin ven
dwell on life at its crudest—all that ran . o
i c;:ilizatioﬁ. In Chaplin’s MONSIEUR YEED{:}YXH _a; tfelnl:; ;:{uicll: ;:v:{l); ;gy Seal
: bunking, the long shot of the lake with the hitt’e bo :
Szﬁd;g,photogragher’s dream of peace f::ml:l llzap[tnf;;s;; E!ui; li};:hdé?;;liﬁ |
“"1 loded by the subsequent close shot of the boal WsEL: “ )
: zﬁ\/(l)onsieuji Verdoux is just about to mur_det ano%her wctlfg.ﬁf 3?1111:«;:: :
; closely enough you will find horror lurking behind theﬁll yll. The samne
moral can be distilled from Fa:anju’sf }s_la_ughterhouse m, w.
hadows on the ordinary process of iving. . ’ :
deepssugh e‘:posures have a trait in common with cinematic n}llotlf:i gloﬁ:n
their contagious poxirer is so strong tl}at even an otl.uarwnsef tthiair Al b
may be transformed into something lslke a ﬁlms ;)sz::t:Ses ;1 oty aPmi:acle
in it. True, Ingmar Bergman’s THE SEVENTH SEA :
;;al; yel;:ufhe mgedieval beliefs and superstxh;ns 11(!;1 .fele::uresdarteh guis‘i:r);;i
’ inquisiti ind of the knight an :
throughout by the inquisitive min kbt tocanth At
ici ¢ his squire. Both characters maniies wn-t
Stiflztli::g t;eir sec;llar doubts result in confrontations wh1f:h in a measure
acclimatize the film to the medium.

ideology. But if they are true to the medium, they will certainly not move
from a preconceived idea down to the material world in order to imple-
ment that idea; conversely, they set out to explore physical data and,
taking their cue from them, work their way up to some problem or belief.
The cinema is materialistically minded; it proceeds from “below” to
“above.” The importance of its natural bent for moving in this direction
can hardly be overestimated. Indeed, Erwin Panofsky, the great art his-
torian, traces to it the difference between film and the traditional arts:
“The processes of all thé earlier representational arts conform, in a higher
or lesser degree, to an idealistic conception of the world, These arts oper-
ate from top to bottom, so to speak, and not from bottom to top; they
start with. an idea to be projected into shapeless matter and not with the
objects that constitute the physical world. . . . It is the movies, and only
the movies, that do justice to that materialistic interpretation of the uni-
verse which, whether we like it or not, pervades contemporary civiliza-
tion,”s8
Guided by film, then, we approach, if at all, ideas no longer on high-
ways leading through the void but on paths that wind through the thicket
of things. While the theatergoer watches a spectacle which affects pri-
marily his mind and only through it his sensibility, the moviegoer finds
himself in a situation in which he cannot ask questions and grope for
answers unless he is saturated physiologically. “The cinema,” says Lucien
Séve, “. . . requires of the spectator a new form of activity: his pene-
trating eye moving from the corporeal to the spiritual.”s® Charles De-
keukeleire points to the same upward movement with an awareness of
its implications: “If the senses exert an influence on our spiritual life, the
cinema becomes a powerful ferment of spirituality by augmenting the
number and quality of our sense perceptions.”©
From bottom to top

All that has been said so far relates to eiemen}tls ort }xlreloirrnne:gt; zi
physical reality, as displayed on th? screen. Now ?uc eas;1 ey ot
material moments are meaningful in their own i3 tl, :vd et bt
confine ourselves to absorbing them but feel stlmuhalc  to e ence.
they are telling us into contexts that bear on the whole

“The Family of Man”

And what about the spiritual life itself? Even though the proposi-
tions which films evolve in proceeding from bottom to top lie outside the
domain of this book, two remarks on them would seem to be indicated, if
only to round out the picture. To begin with, all attempts to establish a
hierarchy among these propositions or messages have proved futile so far.
Béla Baldzs’s thesis that the cinema comes into its own only if it serves
revolutionary ends* is as untenable as are the kindred views of those
schools of thought, neorealistic and otherwise, which postulate an intimate
relationship between the medium and socialism or collectivism,*** Nor

*Cf, p. 274.

As Michel Dard puts it: “In lifting all things out of the;-f' cl;::)se 1:5;322
replunging them into the chaos of the soul, the cinema $ ugl ! sﬁrface e
in the latter, like those which a sinking ston¢ produces on

37 N
the wTalt'lf-large waves roused in the soul bring a§hore proposxtlgpsi] r:fgg?—
ing the significance of the things we fully expenence. F::ligs (;:r n:;:mion 03;
our desire for such propositions may well reach into
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does Grierson’s definition of film, or rather, documentary film, as an edu-
cational instrument, a means of promoting responsible citizenship, cover
sufficient ground.*® The range of equally legitimate propositions is in-
exhaustible, There is, to name only a few, Fellini’s intense preoccupation
with the shelterless individual in quest for sympathy and purpose;* Bufi-
uel’s involvement in the cruelties and lusts which fill the lumber rooms of
our existence; Franju’s dread of the abyss that is everyday life, the kind
of dread which befalls an adolescent who awakes by night and sud-
denly realizes the presence of death, the togetherness of pleasure and
slaughter . . .

Among the cinematic propositions one deserves special mention for
reflecting and endorsing the actual rapprochement between the peoples of
the world. Quite logically, Erich Auerbach hints of it in the wake of his

observation that the random moments of life represented by the modem

novel concern “the elementary things which men in general have in com-
mon.™* “In this unprejudiced and exploratory type of representation,”
he continues, “we cannot but see to what an extent—below the surface
conflicts—the differences between men’s ways of life and forms of thought
have already lessened. . . . Beneath the conflicts and also through them,
an economic and cultural leveling process is taking place. It is still a long
way to a common life of mankind on earth, but the goal begins to be
visible.”8

Auerbach might have added that the task of rendering visible man-
kind on its way toward this goal is reserved for the photographic media;
they alone are in a position to record the material aspects of common
daily life in many places. It is not by accident that the idea of “The
Family of Man” was conceived by a born photographer. And one of the
reasons for the world-wide response to Edward Steichen’s exhibition must
be laid precisely to the fact that it consists of photographs—images bound
to authenticate the reality of the vision they feature. Because of their
photographic nature films are predestined to take up this very theme.*®
Some actually do. Thus Worep Wrrsout Enp by Paul Rotha and Basil
Wright demonstrates the similarities between Mexican and Siamese
people, demonstrates them all the more convincingly since it acknowl-
edges the limits of the leveling process: the dilapidated village church
manages to survive and the ancient Buddha meditates on the speed of the
motor trucks.**

Or think of Satyajit Ray’s ArapajITO, an episode film crowded with
scenes such as these: The camera focuses on the ornamental bark of an

* CE. p. 304,
#* See pp. 205-6.
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old tree and then slowly tilts down to the face of Apu's si

yearns for her son in the big city. In the distance a 'cl'El'nsiss ;:s;;fg}ll)eyr. "},’:2
mother walks heavily back to the house where she imagines she hears
Apu shogt,“Ma.” Is he returning to her? She gets up and looks into the
empty n-1ght aglow with water reflections and dancing ‘will-o™-the-wisps
India is in this episode but not only India. [IHus. 61] “What seems to IIIJle
to be remarkable about ‘Arapajito,’ ” a reader of the New York Times
writes to the editor of;the film section, “is that you see this story happen-
;x;egl l;; :trte]inote Iam%1 and see these faces with their exotic beauty ang I:till

e same thing i i i
or Broakiym o e ani .f,s‘ljlappemng every day somewhere in Manhattan
Much as these propositions differ in terms of con

trate epl'lem_e‘ral physical reality and burn through it. Bliin(:;'l:(}; ?éaailnl lzit?r
destination is no longer a concern of the present inquiry, ’
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