Early Silent Filmn Theary

hybrid aestherics mingle Hollvwood continuity codes and prodyg.-
tion values with the anti-illusionist values of Hindu mythology, to 3
mere mimicry of Hollywood. Even the branch of cinema studieg
that is critical of Hollywood often recenters Hollywood as a kind of
langue in relation to which all other forms are but dialectal variants;
thus the avant-garde becomes little more than the shadowy alter
ego of Hollywood, a festival of negations of dominant cinema.

Early Silent Film Theory

Reflexion on film as a medium began virtually with the medium
itself. Indeed, the etymological meanings of the original names given
to the cinema already point to diverse ways of “envisioning” the
cinema and even foreshadow later theories. “Biograph™ and
“animatographe” emphasize the recording of life itself (a strong
current, later, in the writings of Bazin and Kracauer). “Vitascope”
and “Bioscope” emphasize the looking at life, and thus shift empha-
sis from recording life to the spectator and scopophilia (the desire to
look), a concern of 1970s psychoanalytic theorists. “Chronophoto-
graphe™ stresses the writing of time (and light) and thus anticipates
Deleuze’s (Bergsonian) emphasis on the “time image,” while
“Kinetoscope,” again anticipating Deleuze, stresses the visual ob-
servation of movement. “Scenarograph™ emphasizes the recording
of stories or scenes, calling attention both to decor and to the stories
that take place within that decor, and thus implicitly privileges a
narrative cinema. “Cinematographe,” and later “cinema,” call at-
tention to the transcription of movement.

One might even expand the discussion to examine the proto-theo-
retical implications of the etymologies of the words for pre-cinematic
devices: “camera obscura” (dark room) evokes the processes of pho-
tography, Marx’s comparison of ideology to a camera obscura, and
the name of a feminist film journal. *Magic lantern™ evokes the per-
ennial theme of “movie magic™ along with Romanticism’s creative
“lamp” and the Enlightenment’s “lantern.” “Phantasmagoria” and
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“phasmotrope™ {spectacle-turn) evoke fantasy and the marvelous,
while “cosmorama™ evokes the global world-making ambitions of
the cinema. Marey’s “fusil cinématographique™ (cinematic rifle)
evokes the “shooting™ process of film while calling attention to the
aggressive potential of the camera as a weapon, a metaphor resur-
rected in the “guerrilla cinema” of the revolutionary filmmakers of
the 1960s. “Mutoscope™ suggests a viewer of change, while

“phenakistiscope™ evokes “cheating views,” a foreshadowing of

Baudrillard’s simulacrum. Many of the names for the cinema in-
clude some variant on “graph” (Greck “writing”™ or “transcription™)
and thus anticipate later tropes of filmic authorship and éerizure.
The German lichtspiel (play of light) is one of the few names to
reference light. Not surprisingly, given the “silent” beginnings of

* the medium, the appelations given the cinema rarely reference sound,
4  although Edison saw the cinema as an extension of the phonograph
; and gave his pre-cinematic devices such names as “optical phono-
¢ graph”™ and “kinetophonograph” (the writing of movement and
- sound). The initial attempts to synchronize sound and image gener-
" ated such coinages as “cameraphone™ and “cinephone.” In Arabic
* the cinema was called sura mutraharika ( moving image or form),

while in Hebrew the word for cinema evolved from reinoa (watch-

- ing movement) to kelnoa (sound movement). Otherwise, the names

themselves imply that film is “essentially” visual, a view often but-

¢ tressed by the “historical™ argument that cinema existed first as im-
- age and then as sound; in fact, of course, cinema was usually

accompanied both bwv language (intertitles, visible mouthings of
speech) and by music (pianos, orchestras).

In the carliest writings on the cinema, theory is often only an
implicit embryonic presence. We find in some journalistic critics, for
example, a discourse of wonderment, a kind of religious awe at the
sheer magic of mimesis, at seeing a convincing simulacral represen-
tation of an arriving train or of the “wind blowing through the leaves.”
Responding to an 1896 screening of the Lumiére films in Bombay,
a Times of India (July 22, 1896) reporter remarked on the “life-like
manner in which the various views were portrayed on the screen . . .
[with] something like seven or eight hundred photographs being
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thrown on the screen within the space of a minute.™ A 1989 article
in the Chinese paper Yo-shi-Bao (The Amusement Journal) speaks

of one reporter’s initial experience of cinema;

Last night . . wy friends took me to the Chi Gardens to see a show, After the
audience gathered, the lights were put out and the performance began. On the
sereen befire us we saw a picture — two occidental givls dancing, with puffed-
wp vellow badv, looking vather sillv. Then another scene, two occidentals box-
ing, ... The spectarors feel as thowgl they arve actually present, and this i
exhélarating. Suddenly the labts come on aaain and all the images vanish, It
wars indeed & miraculons spectacle, (Ouoted in Levda, 1972, p. 2)

Besponding to a Lumiére screening in Mexico City in December
1895, Luis G. Urbina noted not only the deficiencies of the “new
contraption™ which “entertains us by reproducing life™ but which
“lacks color,™ but also the cultural “lacks™ of the popular audience:

The popular masses, wncouth and infantile, experience while sitting in front
of the screen the enchantment of the child to whom the grandmother bas ve-
counted a fairy tale; but I fail to understand bow, night after night, a group
aof peopie who bave the obligation of being civilized can idiotize themselves [in
movte theaters| with the incessant repetition of seenes in which the abberations,
anachronisms, inveristmilitudes, ave made ad hoc for a public of the lowest
mental level, ignovant of the most elementary educational notions. (Mora,

fg&?. P &)

Much of the early writing on cinema was produced by literary fig-
ures. Here is the Russian novelist Maxim Gorky responding to an
1896 screening of a film:

Last ngght I was in the Kingdom of Shadows. If you only knew bow strange it
i to be there, It is a world without sound, without colour. Evervehing there =
the envth, the trees, the people, the water and the air—is dipped in monotonons
arrey. .. It is o lify but its shadow. .. . And all this in a stvange silence w.

no rumble of wheels is beard, no sound of footsteps or of speech. Not a single
wote af the intricate svmphony that always accom panics the movenents of peo-
ple. (Quoted in Levda, 1972, pp. 407-9)
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Many carly commentators, like Gorky, were ambivalent about the
cinema. From the beginning, there were simultaneous tendencies to
either over-endow the cinema with utopian possibilities, or to
demonize it as a progenitor of evil. Thus while some promised that
the cinema would reconcile hostile nations and bring peace to the
world, others gave expression to “moral panics,” the fear that film
might contaminate or degrade the lower-class public, prodding it
toward vice or crime. In such reactions, we sense the convergence of
the long shadow of three discursive traditions: (1) Platonic hostility
to the mimetic arts; (2) the puritanical rejection of artistic fictions:
and (3) the historical scorn of bourgeois elites for the unwashed
masses,

A common leitmorif in early film writing was the cinema’s poten-
tial for democratization, a perennial theme which emerges with every
new technology up through the computer and the Internet. A writer
for Moving Picture World argued in 1910 that “The motion picture
brings its note of sympathy alike to the cultured and the uncultured,
to the children of opportunity and the sons of toil. It is literature for
the illiterate. . . . It knows no boundary lines of race or nation.” In
tones that point back to Walt Whitman and forward to cyber-dis-
course, the writer continues:

{The spectator | goes to see, to fzel, to sympathize, He is taken for the time out of
the limitations of bis environment; be walks the streets of Paris; be rises with
the conboy of the West; be delves in the depels of the eavth with avartly miners,
or tosses on the ocean with sailor or with fishermen. He feels, too, the thrill of
bwman sympathy with some child of poverty or sorvow. . . . The motion picture
artist may play on every pipe in the great organ of humanity?

A cognate theme was the celebration of film as a new “universal
language,” a theme which resonated, as Miriam Hansen points out,
with sources as diverse as the French Enlightenment, the metaphys-
Ics of Progress, and Protestant Millennialism ( Hansen, 1991, p.76).
The cinema could thus “repair the ruins of Babel”™ and transcend
barriers of nation, culture, and class. As a contributor writes in Asmeri-
can Magazine (July 1913), there is in the cinema
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no bar of lnnguage for the alien or the ygrovant . .. for o weve wickel, the
wasted man . .. sees alien people and beging to wndevstond bow like they ave to
him, be sees conrage and aspivation and agony, and beging to understand
bemself. He beging to feel bimselfa brother in a vace that is led by smeany dveams,
(Queoted in Hansen, 1991, p. 78)

Despite this theoretical claim of universality, some community groups
protested against the actual representations of their communities in
Hollywood movies. The August 3, 1911, issue of Moving Picture
World reports on a Native American delegation to President Taft
protesting against erroncous representations and even asking for a
Congressional Investigation.* In the same vein, African American
newspapers like the Los Angeles-based California Eagle protested
against the racism of films like Griffith’s Birth of @ Nation. It was
only in the late 1920s, as we shall see; that we find an in-depth
discussion of cinematic racism in the avant-garde journal Clase Up.

In the silent period we sometimes find a colonized mentality in
the film journalism of countries like Brazil. The film magazine
Cinearte (founded in 1926), for example, was a tropical version of
Hollywood's Photoplay. Largely financed through advertisements for
Hollywood films, the magazine proclaimed its cinematic and social
ideals in an editorial:

A cinema which teaches the weak not to respect the strong, the servant to re-
spect his boss, which shows dirty, bearded, unlygienic faces, sovdid events and
extreme readism &5 not cinema. Imagine a yousg couple who go to see a tvpical
Novth American film. They will see a clean-faced, well-shaven bevo with well-
combed hair, agile, a gentleman, And the givl will be pretty, with a nice body
and cute face, modern hair-style, photogenic . . . the couple which sees such a
Sl will comment that they bad already seen such images twenty times befire.
But over their dreaming bearts, there will not fall the shadow of any shocking
brutality, any dirty face which might take away the poetry and enchantment.
Young peaple today cannot accept revolz, lack of hygiene, the strugale and
eternal fight against those who bave the right to exercise power?

Here the notion of phetagenie, later developed by French filmmaker-
theorists like Jean Epstein to advance the specific potentialities of
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the “seventh art,” becomes a normative epidermic notion of beauty,
associated with vouth, luxury, stars, and, ar least implicitly, white-
ness. Although the passage does not mention race, its call for “clean”
and “hygienic” as opposed to “dirty” faces, and its generally servile
stance toward the lily-white Hollywood model, suggest a coded ref-
erence to the subject.® At times, the racial reference becomes more
explicit. One editorialist calls for Brazilian cinema to be an “act of
purification of our reality,” emphasizing “progress,” “modern en Bi-
neering,” and “our beautiful white people.” The same author warns
against documentaries as more likely to include “undesirable ele-

ments:”™

We should aveid documentaries, for they do not allow for total control over
what is shown and therefive might allow for the infiltration of undesivable
elements: we need o studio cinema, like that af Hollvwood, with well-deco-
rated nteriors inhabited by nice people”

Thus racial hierarchies impact even on issues of genre and produc-
tion method.

The film theory of the silent period was concerned, albeit in an
intuitive manner, with what turned out to be perennial questions
about the cinema: Is cinema an art or merely a mechanical recorder
of visual phenomena? If it is an art, what are its salient characteris-
tics? How does it differ from other arts such as painting, music, and
theater? Other questions had to do with film’s relation to the three-
dimensional world. What distinguishes reality in the world, as it were,
from reality as presented in the cinema? Still other questions bear on
spectatorial processes. What are film’s psychological determinants?
What mental processes are involved in spectatorship? Is film a lan-
guage, or a dream? Is cinema art, or commerce, or both? What is the
social function of the cinema? Is it to stimulate the perceptive intel-
ligence of the spectator, to be beautifully useless, or to promote the
cause of justice in the world? Although these questions have been
transformed and reformulated by contemporary film theory, they
have never been completely discarded. On the other hand, there has
been a clear evolution in preoccupations. While the early theorists
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were very much concerned with groving cinema’s artistic potentiali-
tics, tor example, later theorists, less defensive and less elitst, take
film’s status as art for granted, as not in need of proof.

Much of the carly film criticism /theory had to do with defining
tl'-IL film medium and its relation to other arts. 1):,3'-.‘-.1:1;_, on Ltb‘:lrlg
Wagner, and the futurists, Riccioto Canudo, in his(191 Dmanifesto
“The Birth of alSixth Art,” envisioned the cinema as absorbing the
three spatial arts (architecture, sculpture, and painting) and the three
temporal arts (poetry, music, and dance), transforming them into a
synthetic form of theater called “Plastic Art in Motion™ (Abel, 1988,
Vol. I, pp. 58-66). Anticipating Bakhtin’s notion of the
“chronotope™ - the necessary relationality of time and space in artis-
tc representation — Canudo saw the cinema as the redemptive telos
of the antecedent spatial and temporal arts, that toward which they
had been tending all along. Rather than Bazin’s later “myth of total
cinema,” Canudo promoted the “myth of the total art form.”

In the first few decades of the cinema much of the theorizing about
film was unformed and impressionistic. A good example of this kind
of ad hoc, unsystematic theorizing is found in the work of American
poet—critic Vachel Lindsay. In The Art of the Moving Picture (1915,
revised 1922), Lindsay ruminates over a number of issues, mingling
personal anecdotes with speculations about literature and film. Writ-
ing against an assumed backdrop of high literary scorn for film as a
medium, Lindsay defends popular film to his specified target audi-
ence: the directors of art museums, the members of English depart-
ments, and “the critical and literary world generally” (ibid., p. 45)
Film, for Lindsay, is a democratic art, a new American hieroglyphic in
the Whitmanesque tradition. Some of Lindsay’s speculations have to
do with genre, defined, rather impreciscly, on the basis not of struc-
ture but of content and tone. Lindsay cites three “genres™: action,
intimacy, and splendor. Lindsay appeals to the example of other arts
to define the cinema, seeing it as at once ELLElP[Ll['L in motion,” “paint-
ing in motion,” and “architecture in motion,” with “motion™ form-
ing the common substratum of definition ( Lindsay’s visual orientation

is not surprising given his painterly training at the Art Insttute of

Chicago). Lindsay thus adopted a differential approach to film
g0 } F

28

Early Silent Film Theory

speciticity, defining the cinema in opposition to other media. In one
chapter, for example, he inventories the differences between photoplays
(i.e. films) and theatrical performances: while the stage has its exits
and entrances at the side and back, “the standard photoplays have
their exits and entrances across the imaginary footlight line™; and while
the stage is dependent on actars, movics depend on “the genius of
the producer™ (ibid., pp. 187-8). A decade later, Gilbert Seldes (1924 )
showed himselfto be a partial heir of Lindsay in his enthusiastic defense
of cinema as a popular art in The Seven Lively Arts,

However quirky in his argumentation, Lindsay did anticipate a
number of later currents. His fascination with the analogy between
film and hieroglyphics foreshadows both Eisenstein and Merz. and
his vision of Thomas Edison as a “new Gutenberg” anticipates
McLuhan’s claims about new media and the “global village.” His
suggestion that spectators should talk during films, meanwhile, an-
ticipates Brecht's notion of a “smokers” thearer™ and a “theater of
interruptions.” Lindsay also pays a kind of ethnographic attention
to audience reaction. Action pictures, for example, “gratify the in-
cipient or rampant speed-mania in every American” (Lindsay, 1915,
p. 41). “People love Mary Pickford,” he argues, “because of a
certain aspect of her face in her highest mood™ (ibid., p. 55). Antici-
pating Vertov's later comparison of film to narcotic drugs (“cine-
nicotine,” “cine-vodka™), but without Vertov’s censorious tone,
Lindsay compares the gregarious pleasures of the movie theater to
those of the saloon. Since many of Lindsay’s somewhat scattershot
ruminations are highly speculative, even frivolous — at one point he
posits Rimbaud-style correspondences between filmic genres and
specific colors — it makes more sense to read him largely in terms of
issues raised and possibilities opened up.

Systematic film theory per se traces its origins to the first compre-
hensive study of the film medium: The Photoplay: A Peychological
Sty by Harvard psychologist and philosopher Hugo Munsterberg

(1916).)Drawing both on the categories of neo-Kantian philosophy

and on research in perceptual psvchology, as well as on his know-
ledge of what was then a relatively small corpus of films — the author
was ashamed to be seen at the movies — Munsterberg’s book argued
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for film as an “art of subjectivity” which mimics the ways that con-
sciousness shapes the phenomenal world: “The photoplay tells us a
human story by overcoming the forms of the outer world, namely
space, time and causality, and by adjusting the events to the forms of
the inner world, namely attention, memory, imagination and emo-
tion, ™

In his introduction, Munsterberg distinguishes between “inner”
and “outer” developments of the cinema, with the former referring
to aesthetic principles and the latter referring to the evolution 1Frnm
pre-cinematic devices such as the kinetoscope to the first ‘frual“ films.
(In this sense, he anticipates an intense area of interest for contem-
porary historians of silent cinema. ) On the technological c?rigins and
future potential of cinema, Munsterberg takes a refreshingly non-

teleological position:

It is arbitrary to say where the development of the moving plisrznr.r began ;z.mi
it is impossible to foresee where it will leiid .o I we think of the moving
pictures as @ source of entertainment and aesthetic enfoyment, we may see the
e in that camera obscura which allowed one glass lid to pass before another
b on the other band if the essential feature of the moving frictnres 65 the
combination of various views into one connected impression, we neiest fook back
to the days of the phenakistoscope which had scientific intevest only.
(Munsterberg, 1970, p. 1)

Bur what really interests Munsterberg is the cinema’s “inner forms,”
i.e, the advances in film language which transform “trite ecpisodes”
into “a new and promising art” (ibid., pp. 8-9). The filmmaker’s
selection of what is significant and consequental, for Munsterberg,
turns the “chaos” of sense impressions into the “cosmos” of film,
Munsterbere is thus concerned with both aesthetics and psychol-
ogy. The filmic deployment of space and time, for Munsterberg,
transcends theatrical dramaturgy through such devices as the close-
up, special effects, and quick changes of scene through c:dilting. E::ur
Munsterberg, it is precisely film’s distance from physical reality v.-hu:hﬂ
brings it into the mental sphere. Working out of the tradition of
phii;mphic:ﬂ idealism, where thought shapes reality, Munstc:_rbﬂrg
argues that film reconfigures three-dimensional reality according to
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the “laws of thought.” Unlike the theater, the cinema creates pleas-

ure by triumphing over the material principle, freeing the palpable
world from the heaviness of space, time, and causality, decking it
out instead in the forms of our own consciousness. Yet there is an
aesthetic tension within Munsterberg. On the one hand he calls for
the “perfect unity of plot and pictorial appearance™ and “complete
isolation from the practical world,” phases evocative of Hollywood
illusionism; but on the other hand he calls for a more open-ended
and unpredictable “free play of mental experiences,” evocative of art
film subjectvism.

Munsterberg can be seen as the spiritual father of a number of
currents within film theory. Munsterberg’s emphasis on the active
spectator, who compensates for cinema'’s lacunae through intellec-
tual and emotional investments and thus participates in the “game”
of cinema, anticipates later theories of spectatorship. In Munsterberg’s
notion that the spectator accepts the impression of the depth of-
fered by the filmic image, despite his or her knowledge of its
factitiousness, for example, we find the germ of the later psychoana-
lytic notion of “split belief,” the “je sais mais quand meme” of 1970s
film theory. Munsterberg’s notion that films generate mental events,
that the film exists, uldmately, not on celluloid butin the mind that
actualizes the film, similarly, anticipates the “reception theory” of
the 1980s. Munsterberg’s work on the “phi-phenomenon,” the pro-
cess by which the mind makes kinetic sense out of static images,
finally, makes him the granddaddy of the cognitivists, for whom
mimetic processes do not reflect a link between film and “reality™
but rather between filmic processes and those of the mind itself.
And as a trained philosopher turning his attention to the cinema,
Munsterberg anticipates such later figures as Maurice Merleau-Ponty
and Gilles Deleuze.

While Munsterberg emphasized the psychological dimensions of
film, other theorists saw film as a kind of language, with its own
grammar, syntax, and vocabulary. For Vachel Lindsay (1915}, film
constituted a new language of picture-words and hieroglyphs, a kind
of Esperanto. We also encounter the notion of film language in the
1920s writings of Riccioto Canudo and Louis Delluc in France, both
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of whom saw the language-like character of the cinema as linked_
paradoxically, to its non-verbal status and its capacity for transcend-
ing the barriers of national language.” Hungarian film theorist Belg
Bilazs, meanwhile, repeatedly stressed the language-like nature of
film in his work from the 1920s through the late 1940s. Film spec-
tators, Bilizs argued, have to learn the *grammar™ of the new art,
its conjugations and declensions of close-ups and editing.'” (The
trope of film language, as we shall see, was also developed by the
Russian Formalists and, much more rigorously, by the film
semiologists of the 1960s.)

Another strand of theory can be teased out of the commentaries
on their craft by filmmakers themselves. Griffith’s claim that he
borrowed his chiaroscuro lighting techniques from Rembrandr,
for example, implied a quasi-theoretical stance on the relation be-
tween film and painting. Louis Feuillade’s description of his films as
“slices of lite” representing “people and things as they are rather
than as they would like to be”™ surely implies a stance on artistic
realism.!! Brazilian filmmaker Humberto Mauro’s aphorism thar “the
cinema is waterfalls,” similarly, suggests that the cinema should privi-
lege natural beauty, in this case Brazilian natural beauty. Non
filmmakers also offered embryonic “theories™ ofthe cinema.
Woodrow Wilson's praise for Birth of @ Nation as “history written
with lightning” could be seen as making a theoretical claim about
the cinema’s potential for historiographical écriture, albeit one with
disturbingly racist implications. Lenin’s proclamation that “film was
for us the most ‘mportant of all the arts,” in the same way, could be
seen as making an implicitly theoretical claim about the political-
ideological uses of film.

Many incipient “theories” built on pre-existing traditions con-
cerning other arts. The idea of the filmmaker as “author,” for exam-

ple, was inherited from millennia of literary tradition. Although

auteurism came into vogue only in the 1950s, the root idea itself

emerged in the silent period, a function of cinema’s search for
artistic legiumation. Already in 1915, Vachel Lindsay anticipated
auteurism by predicting in The Art of the Moving Picture that “we
will some day distinguish the different photoplay masters as we now
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delight in the separate tang of O. Henry and Mark Twain™ (Lindsay,
1915, p. 211). In 1921 the filmmaker Jean Epstein, in “Le Cinéma
et les lettres modernes,™ applied the term “author” to the filmmaker,
while Louis Delluc analyzed the films of Griffith, Chaplin, and Ince
in what Stephen Crofts has called a “proto-auteurist™ manner ( Crofts,
in Hill and Gibson, 1998, p. 312). The characterization of the cin-
ema as the seventh art, similarly, implicitly gave film artists the same
status as writers and painters.

The Essence of Cinema

Since the beginning of film as a medium, analysts have soughr its
“essence,” its unique and distinguishing features. Some early film
theorists argued for a cinema untainted by the other arts, as in Jean
Epstein’s notion of “pure cinema.” Other theorists and filmmakers
proudly asserted cinema’s links to the other arts, Griftith claimed to
have borrowed narrative cross-cutting from Dickens while Eisenstein
found prestigious literary antecedents for cinematic devices: the
changes of focal length in Paradise Lost; the alternating montage of
the agricultural fair chapter in Madame Bovary. The often-cited defi-
nitions of cinema in terms of other arts — “sculpture in motion™
(Vachel Lindsay); “music of light” (Abel Gance); “painting in move-
ment” { Leopold Survage); “architecture in movement” (Elie Faure)
- simultancously established links with previous arts while positing
crucial differences: cinema was painting, but this time in movement,
or it was music, but this time of light rather than notes. The com

mon point of agreement was that cinema was an art. Indeed, Rudolf
Arnheim in 1933 expressed astonishment that the cinema had not
been received with open arms by art lovers. The cinema, he wrote, is
“the art par excellence. With unrestrained exclusivity it served to en-
tertain and distract; it won out over all the older arts in the beauty
pageant; and its muse was as scantily clad as could possibly be de-
sited” (Arnheim, 1997, p. 75). The insistence on both the differ-
ences and the similarities between cinema and the other arts provided
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a way of legitimizing a fledgling medium, a way of saving not only
that the cinema was as good as the other arts, but also that it should
be judged in its own terms, in relation to its own potentials and
aesthetics.

With its many specialized film journals and important figures (Jean
Epstein, Abel Gance, Louis Delluc, Germaine Dulac, and Riccioto
Canudo}, France became a privileged site of reflection on both com-
mercial and avant-garde cinema. A constellation of institutions {(a “cul-
tural field” in Bourdieu’s terminology) facilitated the exhibition and
discussion of films. Many of the theorists of this period, despite their
manifold differences, were preoccupied with the status and essential
nature of the cinema as an art. Already in 1916 a futurist manifesto
(“The Futurist Cinema™) called for recognition of cinema as “an au-
tonomous art” which must never ¥copy the stage” (quoted by Hein,
in Drummond et al., 1979, p. 19). Within “pure cinema,” the goal,
as Fernand Leger put it, was to “break away from the elements which
are not purely cinematographic™ (ibid., p. 41). Still another expres-
sion of this concern was the theme of photogenie, which Delluc called
the “law of cinema,” and which Epstein, in Le Cinématographe v de
PEtna, called the “purest expression of cinema”™: “With the notion of
photogente was born the idea of cinema art. For how better to define
the indefinable photogenie than by saying that it is to cinema as color
is to painting and volume to sculpture, the specific element of this
art” (Drummond et al., 1979, p. 38). Elsewhere, Epstein defined

ie as “anv aspect of things, beings, or souls whose moral char-

protogns
acter is cahanced by filmic reprcduction.™ 1 2oiggenie was thus tiat
ineffable quintessence that differentiated the magic of cinema from
the other arts. In another sense, the emphasis on the generation of
new knowledge linked the cinema to artistic modernism as a project
of challenging conventional perception and understanding.

The impressionists were also concerned with the cinema’s rela-
tion to other arts. In his L'Usine anx images (The Image Factory,
1926}, Canudo suggested that cinema, as a “sixth art,” would be
like a “painting and a sculpture developing in time, as in music and
poetry, which realize themselves by transforming air into rhythm for
the duration of their execution.”™ In Canudo’s gregarious concep-
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tion, this “plastic art in motion” fulfilled the rich utopian promise of
the Festival — a notion akin to Bakhtin’s “carnival” — redolent of
ancient theater and contemporary fairgrounds. Louis Delluc in his
Cinema et cin (1919) spoke of the cinema as the only truly modern
art because it used technology to stylize real life. Germaine Dulac
invoked the musical analogy of a “visual symphony;™

Showld not cinema, which is an art of vision, as music is an art ofhearing . .
lead ws toward the visnal ideq composed of movement and life, toward the
conception of an art af the eve, made of a pevceptual inspivation evolving in ity
continity and reaching, just as music does, onr thought and feelings. (Ouoted

in Signey, 1978, p. 41)

Movement and rhythm, for Dulac, formed “the unique and intimate
essence of cinematic expression” (Drummond et al., 1979, p. 129).

Many of the early theorists displayed what Annette Michelson calls
a “euphoric epistemology™ (Michelson, 1990, pp. 16-39). Filmmaker
Abel Gance proclaimed in LArt cinématographigue (1927) that “the
time of the image has arrived!” The cinema, for Gance, would endow
human beings with a new synaesthetic awareness: spectators “will hear
with their eves.” Anticipating Bazin’s epiphanic view of the cinema,
Delluc saw the cinema, and especially the close-up, as providing us
with “impressions of evanescent eternal beauty . . . something beyond
art, that is, life itself.”* Within a kind of transcendental iconophilia,
the cinema was enmvisioned as deli. ering up life iselfin its felt presence
and immediacy. Jean Epstein spoke in Bonjour cinéma (1921) of the
cinema as “profane revelation,” a means of mobilizing the spectator’s
sensibility through direct contact with the human organism (hands,
faces, feet). For Epstein, the cinema is “essentially supernatural. Eve-
rything is transformed” (quoted in Abel, 1988, p. 246). The cinematic
experience, for Epstein, was embodied, visceral. Thanks to the cinema

We EXPEFLENCE bells, trees, faces tn space as a new sensation. (Ven motion or Fin)
appegrance, the body a5 a whole experiences depth. . . . The cine-camera, maove
than the car or the airplane, makes possible particular, personal trajectories thar
reverberate throngl the entive phvsigue. (Quoted in Williams, 1980, pp. 193-4)
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Anticipating Bazin, but on a different register and in a distinet, Mmore
mystical vocabulary, Epstein took what he imagined as the auto-
matic, non-mediated nature of the cinema to be a guarantee of jts
ineffable “sincerity.” For Epstein, the close-up was the “soul of the
cinema:” “I will never find the way to say how I love American
close-ups. Point blank. A head suddenly appears on screen and drama,
now face to face, seems to address me personally and swells with an
extraordinary intensity. [ am hypnotized.™ At the same time., Epstein
was not opposed to manipulation of the image. In a 1928 text, he
argues that

Slow motion actually brings a new range to dramat wy. Its power of laying
bare the emotions of the dramatic enlargements, its infallibility in the desis-
nation of the sincere movements af the soud, are such thar it ourelasses all trRgic
wodes at this time. I am cevtain and so ave all those who bave seen partofLa
Chute de la maison Usher, that if a bigh-speed film of an wecased person
under interrogation were to be made, then Sfrom bevond Bis words, the truth
would appear, writ plain, unique, evident; that there would be no frerther
need of indictment, of lawyers’ speeches, nor of any proof other than thar -
vided from the depths of the images®

In his survey of impressionist usages of the term Photogenie, David
Bordwell speaks of the “bewildering compendium of variants” of
idealism in which “Baudelairian theosophy mingles with Platonic
idealism with Bergsonian movementism” in an “assemblage of vari-
ous assumprions never raised to theoretical self-consciousness”
(quoted in Willemen, 1994, p. 125). The concept of photogenic ena-
bled the impressionist critics to speak of the ways the cinema can not
only highlight the poetic movement of things in the world but also
render the transmuted perceptions generated by contemporary
urban life, namely speed; simultaneity, multiple information. At the
same time, Epstein believed the cinema could explore “the non-
linguistic, non-rational operations of the ‘unconscious’ in human
existence” (Liebman, 1980, p. 119).

Many of the silent-period theorists warned against the temptation
of verism. In his essay “A New Realism: The Object™ (Jacobs, 1960,
p. 98}, experimental filmmaker Fernand Leger complained that most

The Soviet Montage-Theovists

films waste their energy in constructing a recognizable world, while
neglecting the spectacular power of the fragment. Another
experimentalist, Hans Richter, argued that the “main aesthetic prob-
lem for the mos ics, which were invented for reproduction is, para-
doxically, the overcoming of reproduction™ (ibid., p. 282 ). Germaine
Dulac foresaw a cinema freed of the responsibility of relling stories
or realistically reproducing “real life.” “Pure™ cinema could be in-
spired by dreams, as with Epstein, or by music, as with Abel Gance
and Germaine Dulac in France, and Mario Peixoto in Brazil, all of
whom spoke of film as essentially rhythm, or better, a “visual sym-
phony made up of rhythmic images.™ Purity thus implied a rejection
of plots. Anticipating the existential skepticism of Sartre’s La
Nausée, Jean Epstein called cinematic stories “lies:™ “There are no
stories. There have never been stories. There are only situations with-
out tail or head; without beginning, middle or end.”® Germaine
Dulac accused those who promote narrative of a “criminal error.™
As something promiscuously shared with many other arts, narrative
was thought to form a very fragile basis for establishing film’s special
qualities. Usually associated with written texts, narrative could not
provide the basis for the construction of a purely visual art form.

The Soviet Montage-Theorists

What might be called the bricolage style of the film theorv of the
early silent period gave way in the 1920s to the more thorough-
going reflexions of the Soviet montage-theorists /filmmakers. These
theorists worked against the backdrop of the remarkable flowering
of diverse avant-garde tendencies in theater, painting, literature, and
cinema (much of it state-financed) in the Soviet Union. As practi-
toner-intellectuals linked to the State Film School founded in 1920,
these filmmaker—theorists were concerned not only with grand ideas
but also with the practical questions of constructing a socialist film
industry which reconciled authorial creativity, political efficacy, and
mass popularity. They asked such questions as: what kind of cinema
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should we promote! Fiction or documentary? Mainstream or avant
garde? What is revolutionary cinema? They also had in common a
view of themselves as “cultural workers” forming part of a broad
social spectrum engaged in revolutionizing and modernizing Rus-
sia. Trained in practical fields like engineering and architecture, their
emphasis was on technique, on construction, on experiment.
Despite the diversity of their film styles — ranging from the prag-
matic clarity of Pudovkin to the epic-operatic density of Eisenstein
_ these theorists all emphasized montage as the basis of cine-poetics.
Montage, as Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Alexandrov put it in their
1928 manifesto on sound, “has become the indisputable axiom on
which the worldwide culture of the cinema has been built”
(Eisenstein, 1957, p. 257). “Montage™ is the ordinary word for ed-
iting, not only in Russian but also in the romance languages. As
Geoffrey Nowell-Smith points out, the word has strong practical
and even industrial overtones (for example chaine de montage for
“assemnbly line” in French). The alchemy of montage, for the Soviet
theorists, brought life and luster to the inert base materials of the
single shot. The montage-theorists were also, in a sense, structural-
ists avant la lettre, in that they saw the filmic shot as being without
\¢ ¢ | intrinsic meaning prior to its placement within a montage structure.
4 The shot gained meaning, in other words, only relationally, as part
of a larger system. In film as in language, to paraphrase Saussure,
“there were only differences.”
For the practically minded Kuleshov, founder of the world’s first
OB film school, the art of cinema consisted in strategically managing the

b
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spectator’s cognitive and visual processes through the analytic seg-
mentation of partial views. What distinguishes the cinema from other
arts, for Kuleshov, is montage’s capacity to organize disjointed frag-
ments into meaningful, rhythmical sequence. In the early 1920s
E JKulcshuv devised a series of experiments to show that editing could
i["‘.-“ “&ngender emotions and associations that went far beyond the con-

. et Ufil‘.llﬁ‘\'idlm] shots. One experiment, later dubbed the “Kuleshov
B effect,” juxtaposed the same shot of the actor Mosjoukine with di-

sl i : : % . -
- ¥Erse visual materials (a2 bowl of soup, a baby in a coffin, and so

_f_ofﬂ‘lj to convey very different emotional effects (hunger, grief, etc.).
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It was film technique, rather than “reality,” then, that generated
spectatorial emotion. Kuleshov suggested that film actors should
become “models™ or “mannequins,” or even “monsters” who could
train the body to “achieve complete mastery of its material con-
struction.” As for Hitchcock later, meaning was generated less
through the expressive performance of actors as “cattle™ than through
the manipulation of performance through editing. ( Mark Rappaport
performs a brilliant filmic excursus on the Kuleshov effect in his film
From the Journals of Jean Seberg.) The success of American films, for
Kuleshov, derived from their clear, rapid storytelling, their invisible
cutting, and the efficient matching of montage techniques with lively
action sequences: fights, cavalcades, chases.

While Vertov's work was aesthetically ambiguous, pointing both
to the experimentalismn of Eisenstein and to the efficacy of the main-
stream, the work of Kuleshov's student Pudovkin was more conven-
tional. In books like Film Technigue and Film Acting Pudovkin
elucidated the basic principles of narrative and spatiotemporal con-
tinuity, largely from the point of view of the practicing filmmaker.
(Pudovkin’s books were translated and used in film schools and even
studios throughout the world.) For Pudovkin, the key to the cin-
ema lay in its protocols for organizing the look and managing the
perceptions and feelings of the spectator through editing and stag-
ing and through such rhetorical devices as contrast, parallelism, and
symbolism (Pudovkin, 1960). Editing, for Pudovkin, both resem-
bled and engendered the shifts in focus and attention rypical of or-
dinary, everyday perception. Pudovkin’s account of these mechanisms
anticipates, in some respects, later cognitive accounts of what came
to be called “classical cinema.”

The most influential of the Soviet montage-theorists was Sergei
Eisenstein; here the prestige of the films and the prestige of the
theory went hand in hand. A prodigious thinker of encyclopedic
interests, Eisenstein’s theoretical discourse was a high-flying amal-
gam: part philosophical speculation, part literary essay, part political
manifesto, and part filmmaking manual. Indeed, Eisenstein’s writ-
ing often gives the impression of a constellation of remarkable insights
in search of an overarching theory. Within Eisenstein’s inspired
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cclecticism, a technicist, reductive approach — filmmaker as engi-
neer, or as Pavlovian lab technician - coexisted with a quasi-mystical
approach emphasizing “pathos™ and *ecstasy,” an oceanic feeling of
oneness with others and the world. Although Eisenstein’s theories
evolved over two decades of theoretical production — Jacques Aumaont
In Montage Eisenstein (1987) suggests that there are “several
Eisensteins™ — he always favored a highly stylized and intellecrually
ambitious cinema. Within Eisenstein’s millennial approach, the cin-
ema not only inherited but also transformed the achievements of
the history of all the arts and of “the entire experience of mankind
through the ages™ (Eisenstein, quoted in Bordwell, 1993, pp. 492~
3). Rather than “purify™ the cinema, Eisenstein preferred to enrich
it through synesthetic cross-fertilization with the other arts, whence
his citations of artists as diverse as da Vinci, Milton, Diderot, Flaubert,
Dickens, Daumier, and Wagner. Eisenstein’s thinking was also what
would nowadays be called “multiculturalist,” in that he showed a
more than exotic interest in African sculpture, Japanese kabuki,
Chinese shadow plays, Hindu rasa aesthetics, and American indi
genous forms, all seen, in a relatively non-primitivist manner, as ger-
mane to the forging of a “modern” cinema. (He also wanted to
make a film called Black Majesty, based on the Haitian revolution. )
In an early stage, Eisenstein, fresh from his experience with the
politicized avant-garde theater, stressed the “montage of attractions”
— the image was drawn from the circus and the amusement park —and
the reflexological shock effects of what he called the “kino-fist™ as
opposed to Vertov’s “kino-eye.” Eiscnstein’s “montage of attractions™
proposed a carnival-like aesthetic favoring small sketch-like blocks,
sensational turns, and aggressive moments such as drum rolls, acro-
batic stunts, sudden bursts of light, organized around specific themes

and designed to administer a salutary shock to the spectator. Eisenstein

opted for an anti-naturalistic cinema based on the powers of pictorial
composition and stylized acting. He also stressed the value of typage,
a casting technique designed to evoke social stratifications through
the choice of performers based on the connotations of their physiog-
nomies as easily recognizable social types. Where Kuleshov spoke of
“linkage,” Eisenstein spoke, in “A Dialectic Approach to Film Form,”
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of “conflict:™ “In the realm of art this dialectical principle of dynam-
ics is embodied in conflict as the fundamental principle for the exist
ence of every art-work and every art-form.”

Eisenstein was less interested in linear cause—effict plot construc-
tion than in a disrupted, disjunctive, fractured diegesis, interrupred
by digressions and extra-dicgetic materials like the shots of the
mechanical peacock in October that metaphorize the vanity of Prime
Minister Kerensky. Eisenstein saw the cinema as potentially stimu-
lating thought and ideological interrogation through constructivist
techniques. Rather than el stories through images, Eisensteinian
cinema thinks through images, using the clash of shots to set off
ideational sparks in the mind of the spectator, product of a dialectic
of precept and concept, idea and emotion. !

Later commentators found Eisenstein’s approach totalitarian and
suffocating. Andrei Tarkovsky, for example, complains in Sexlpting
in Time that “Eisenstein makes thought into a despot; it leaves no
‘air,” nothing of that unspoken clusiveness which is perhaps the most
captivating quality of all art.” Arlindo Machado (1997, p. 196) sug-
gests that Eisenstein’s dream of an audiovisual spectacle made up of
concepts and sensations is more appropriate to contemporary video
than to the cinema. When shorn of its dialectical basis, moreover,
Eisensteinian “associationist™ montage could easily be transformed
into the commodified ideograms of advertising, where the whole is
more than the sum of its parts: Catherine Deneuve plus Chanel No.
5 signifies charm, glamour, and erotic appeal.

The essays gatnered in Filwm Sense (1942) and Film Form (1949)
show an extraordinary range of interests. In “The Cinematographic
Principle and the Ideogram,” Eisenstein modeled his alternative
filmmaking on ideogrammatic (mistakenly called “hieroglyphic™)
writing, i.e. stylized vestiges of an ancient pictorial language. The
appeal both to “attractions™ and to ideographic writing facilitated a
theoretical end-run around conventional dramatic realism. For
Eisenstein, a shot signified largely through its relationships to other
shots within a montage sequence. Montage was therefore the kev to
both aesthetic and ideological mastery. For Eisenstein, the cinema
was above all transformative, ideally triggerin g social practice rather
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aesthetic contemplation, shocking the spectator into conscious-

:i:::- ] 2:::”[: contemporary pl}}h]cnw., Appealing I:f: the analogy 1}1'-{{:]['5.
3 ' femporary technology, Eisenstein CD[‘I'l'_l'!;‘IJ'L‘d_ film to a tractor, '_-x]uch
- ) up[nwﬁ“ — the word has sexual as '-.".'l_*.!l T‘lﬁ .'Il_",l".il.:l:I]T.Li]'.'ll Ci}m'lﬂt':ltl[':n!-; =
tru.:- ’f ' the s_pcl;l:.lcuriul psyche. While dismissive of Jv-.lnr-g.lrth:I“1ru.‘k::1ﬂ,f,"”
Etﬂ:d i Eisenstein favored a popular, experimental avant-garde cinema, one
: -thi intelligible to the masses of people. )
_nmhg__ Ejm:mruin was also the theorist of the contrapuntal use of sound,
rnu ; an idea developed in a 1928 manifesto signed by himselt, Pudovkin,
11:I5t and Alexandrov, where the three directors warned against the temp-
G tation of synchronous phonetic sound, arguing instead for a coun-
;—f_ terpoint :_:.’r‘ sound and image. Indeed, notions of counterpoint,
tension, and conflict are central to the Eisensteinian aesthetic. For
and Eisenstein, influenced both by Hegel ﬂ_[‘.ld J’I*r?i;arx, a di.l]:;n;tliu:.:i_] strug-
bting gle of contraries animates not only mcm! ]JIL‘_bLlE :{_l_r.r.:: artistic texts.
no | Eisenstein aestheticizes Hr:gu.:li.nn/‘M.lr.*f::itldmh:cml:sl, w]nh:_ temp-
oSt | oralizing, as it were, the essentially Spatlfll ]u_};rnpm;lmms of {.Jubmt
Sug- collage. His ideal in montage is t!‘{;\t of a d:.-;mnaj_u mL_md—mmgc
pof concatenation, where tensions remain Ll[‘l]'t:SL“.I]R'IC(‘].. It any single trope
deo characterizes Eisenstein’s way of thinking, it is thF oxymoron, the
ver, voking of opposites, a trope in evidence in many of tlﬂ.‘\' rtmsr Eu.“mf
ed expressions, such as “sensuous thinking” or “dynamic of opposites.
Ie is | 8 Indeed, it is hard to write about Eisenstein without reaching ﬂ:{r
No oxymoronic formulations = “Pavlovian mysticism,” “Marxist aestheti-
cism,” “Hegelian formalism,” “disruptive organicism,” “transcendant
49 marerialism™ — in order to capture the contradicoory impulses con-
phic tained in his thought.

tive In “Methods of Montage” Eisenstein developed a full-scale mon-
fc™) visy tage typology consisting of progressively more complex forms: met-

he ric (based solely on length); rhythmic (based on length and content);
da tonal (based on dominant mood generated by manipulaton of
light or graphic form); overtonal (based on more subtle express-
Ive resonances); and intellectual (a complex overlay of all the strat-
cgies). Each of these types, for Eisenstein, generated specific
Spectatorial effects. The schema is less interesting as a descriptive

For

I:hcr
7 80
foe
her paradigm for the cinema than as a suggestive cornucopia of formal
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possibilities. In “The Filmic Fourth Dimension™ Eisenstein suggested
that filmmakers work with “overtones™ as well as with the “domi-
nant” to create a filmic “impressionism™ reminiscent of that of
Debussy in music. Eisenstein, as David Bordwell ( 1997 ) points out,
often makes implicit appeal to musical analogies, whence the fre-
quent recourse to musical concepts such as meter, overtones, domi-
nant, rhythm, polyphony, and counterpoint. (Eisenstein shared this
musical orientation with many of his contemporaries: Bakhtin, who
was also working out ideas of artistic “polyphony™ and “tact” in his
late 1920s work on Dostoevsky; writer Henri-Pierre Roché, who
spoke of “polyphonic novels™; and Brazilian artist Mario de Andrade,
who spoke of “polyphonic poetry.”)

Drawing on his vast knowledge of languages, cultures, arts, and
disciplines, and working always in a synergistic dialectic of theory
and practice, Eisenstein privileged artistic discontinuity, seeing each
fragment of film as part of a powerful semantic construction based
on principles of juxtaposition and conflict rather than organic
seamlessness. In Eisenstein, phenomenal appearances of volume,
shape, light, and velocity became the energetic raw material for a
subtle form of alchemical, ideogrammatic writing which could shape
thought, affect the senses, and even convey abstract or recondite
forms of reasoning, consciousness, and conceptual analysis ( Eisenstein |
famously contemplated adapting both Marx’s Capital and Joyce’s
Ulysses). Eisenstein left a rich intellectual legacy. We find echoes of
Eisensteinian principles in Metz’s “Grande Syntagmatique,” in
Burch’s Fraxis au cindma, in Roland Barthes’s “third meaning,”
and in countless other later reflections on the cinema. Marie-Claire
Ropars made Eisenstein a key figure in her notion of a filmic éeriture
based on montage, and in the 1980s Cuban filmmaker Tomis
Gutiérrez Alea, in his Dialectica del Espectador, attempted to syn-
thesize Eisensteinian pathos with Brechtian verfremaung (estrange-
ment).

Dziga Vertov, meanwhile, was in many ways even more radical
than Eisenstein. (By calling his late 1960s collective with Jean-Pierre
Gorin the “Dziga Vertov group,” Jean-Luc Godard opted for the
more politically and formally radical Vertov over the putatively “re-
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visionist™ Eiscnstein.) In a series of incendiary essays and mani-
festos, Vertov pronounced a “death sentence™ on a “profiteering”
commercial cinema. Here is Vertov’s “We: Variant of a Manifesto:™

We declare the old films, based on the romance, theatvical films and the like,
tir b deprons
- Keep away from them!
Keep your eves off them!
They’re mortally dangerons!
Contagions!
{(Vertor, 1984, p. 7)

Inviting readers/spectators to “flee the sweet embraces of the ro-
mance / the poison of the psychological novel / the clutches of the
theater of adultery™ (ibid.), Vertov called instead for the “sensory
exploration of the world through the kino-eye.” With Whitmanesque
projective glee, Vertov anthropomorphized the camera:

[am kino-eve. I am a mechanical eve, I, a machine, show you the world as only
[ can see it.

Now and forever, I free myvself from buman immobiliey, I am in constant
motion. 1 draw near, then away, from objects. I crawl under, I climb onto

them. I move apace with the muzzle of a galloping horse. I plunge full speed
ingo a crowd. (Iind., p. 17)

In his “Provisional Instructions to Kino-Eye Groups™ Vertov points
out that the human eve is inferior to the camera:

Our eve sees very poorly and very little — and so men conceived of the microscope
in ovder to see invisible phenomena; and they discovered the telescope arder
to see and explove distant, unknown worlds, The movie camera was invented
in order to penetrate deeper into the visible world, to explore and record visual
phenomena. (Vertor, 1984, p. 67)

Editing, for Vertov, could assemble a man “more perfect than Adam.”

The dominant social structures, unfortunately, prevented the cin-
ema from realizing its potential:
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Rut the camera expervicnced a misfortune. It was invented ab o fime when

there was no single conntry in which capital was not in power. The bourgeoi-

sie’s bellish idea consisted of wsing the new toy to entevtain the masses or rather
to divert the workers’ attention from their aim: the strugale against their
masters. (fid., p. 67)

Vertov’s basic, programmatic objective, as he putitin “The Essence

of Kino-Eve,” was to *“aid each oppressed individual and the pro-

letariat as a whole in their effort to understand the phenomena of
life around them™ (Vertov, 1984, p. 49).

Vertov also called for *kino pravda,” literally “cinema truth”™ but
also an allusion to the communist newspaper Pravda. There is a ten-

sion, in Vertov's writing, between his emphasis on film as a
medium of truth and fact and his emphasis on film as a form of *writ

ing,” a tension captured in his designation of his own films as “poetic
documentaries.” On a practical level, Vertov advocated documentary
filming in the streets, far from studios, in order to show people with-
out masks or make-up and to reveal what lurks beneath the surfaces
of social phenomena. Influenced by the Iralian futurists, but wary of
that movement’s fascist politics, Vertov lauded the “poetry of ma-

chines” and the perfectible “cine-eve™ (kine glas) as a means of cel-

ebrating the brave new world of speed and machines — “epics of electric
power plants” — to be placed in the service of socialism.

For Vertov, montage permeates the entire process of film produc-
tion, taking place during observation, after observation, during film-

ing, after filming, during editing (the search for montage fragments)
and during the definitive montage. Vertov spoke of musical-style
montage “intervals,” i.e. the movement and proportional relation
between frames. In “We: Vanant of a Manifesto™ (1922), Vertov
spoke of “Kinokism™ and of the “kinogram,” the filmic counterpart

to the musical scale which maps out the figural combinatory of filmic
construction:

Kinochestvo [ Kinokism | is the are of ovganizing the necessary movements of
objects in space as a rinthmical arvtistic whole, in barmony with the properties
of the material and the inrernal vithm of each object.
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The Intervals (the transitions from one movement to another) arve the mate.

rinl, the elements of the avt of movement, and by mo sneans the movemeng o

themselves. It is they (the intervals) which draw the movement to a kinetie
conclusion. (Veray, 1984, p. 8)

The obligation of the filmmaker, for Vertov, was to decipher mys. _
_teries a and expose mystilications, -whether fuunﬂ on the screen or i
“three-dimensional life, as part of the “communist_deciphering of
" the world” (ibid., p. 79). Vertov defined his kind of cinema diacrite-
—ally; in"opposition to the mystifications of the “artistic drama,” 3
cinematic form designed to intoxicate the spectator and insinuate
certain reactionary notions into the unconscious. Echoing simul-

taneously the Bolshevik fight against Tsarism and the Kino-Glas &

struggle against the Hollywood star system, Vertov called for the
overthrow of the “immortal kings and queens of the screen” and the
reinstatement of “the ordinary mortal, filmed in life at his daily tasks™
(ibid., p. 71).

Apart from tmpLs of oy alw ‘l.fermv 5 dtnunuam}m of Jilhmcrn-

rwoluuomr}r T.Qr:sk‘jr [‘l.:..{ written an Essa}r entitled “Vodk.i., the
Church, and the Cinema,™) Against a Kantian valorization. of “dis--
1ntr:r¢bttdn art, Vertov ar sued for films as “useful as qhnes Pllm
h;:nr‘v. ertov, did not transe ‘end pr oductive life: rather, it existed on a
continuum of social production. Vertov's film The Masn with a Movie
Camera, as Annetre Michelson points out, treats cinema as a branch_
of mdustrml production, systematically juxtaposing virrually every

ﬂbPLLE GT cinematic activity with labor as it is conventionally con-"

ceived.? D“Plt‘v his emphasis on montage at every St’ll:"L of film
PfDGdCdU—lz , Vertov's condemnation of “fairy tale scripts” as merely
a form of bourgeois representation makes him, ultimately, a realist
|a.u‘1ﬂuf”h not an lllusmmxtj Vertov's theories had internatonal
impact. He was admired in the United States by such leftist groups
as the Workers Film and Photo League, and in 1962 the New York
journal Felm Culture published a selection of his writings, prior to

coincided with, and was concretely influenced by, another import-

Russian Formalism and the Bakbtin Schoal

entire translated volumes in French in the 1970s and in English in
the 1980s.

All the supposed differences between the diverse montage-
theorists meant little in the cyes of the official Stalinist regime, since
virtually all of them got into political trouble after 1935, when “so-
cialist rcalism”™ was adopted as the official aesthetic of the Soviet
Communist Party, at which point they came under attack for their
“idealism,” “formalism,” and “elitism.”

Russian Formalism and the Bakhtin
School

The work of the Soviet filmmakers in theorizing their own practice

ant source-movement for film theory — the Russian Formalists - who,
like them, were also subsequently denounced as “idealists.” Eisenstein
had personal contact with key Formalists like Shklovsky and
Eikhenbaum as well as with the Futurist poets who were their mu-
tual friends, and he shared with the Formalists a fascination with
film/language, montage as construction, and inner speech. The
Formalist movement, which flourished roughly from 1915 through

© 1930, revolved around two groups: the Linguistic Circle of Mos-

T cow and the Society for the Study of Poetic Language. The Formal-

ists, some of whom were involved in the cinema as scriptwriters and

. consultants, hoped to construct a sound foundation or “poetics” for

ey E———

film theory, comparable to their poctics for literature. (The title of
.~ their most ambitious collection — Ppetika Kino [The Poetics of Cin-
ema, 1927 ] - echoed not only Aristotle’s Poetics but also Poetika, an
carlier Formalist volume on literary theory.) In Poetika Kino and in

© other important essays on the cinema, most notably Shklovsky’s

. “Literature and Cinema” (1924) and Tynyanov’s essay “Cinema-
- Word-Music” (also 1924), the Formalists explored a wide range of
issues, laying the groundwork for much of subsequent theory. The
cinema, then in the process of establishing itself as a legitimate art,
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provided the Formalists with an intriguing arena to extend the
“scientific” ideas that they had already developed in their work on
lirerature, in a field they variously called “cinematology™ ( Kaz anski),
“cinepoetics” (Piotrovsky), or “cine-stylistics” { Eikhenbaum). Th.:
cinema oftered an ideal terrain for testing the intersemiotic transly-
tion of Formalist concepts such as story, fable, dominant, materials,
and automatization,

The Formalists shared with Eisenstein a kind of “techicism,”
preoccupation with the fechne, the materials and devices, of the art-
ist/artisan’s “craft.” Rejecting the belleteristic traditions which had
dominated previous literary study, the Formalists favored a “scien-
tific” approach concerned with literature’s “immanent™ properties,
structures, and systems, those not dependent on other orders of
culture. In this sense, the Formalists sought a scientific basis for
what would seem to be a highly subjective field: aesthetics. The sub-
ject of this science was not literature as a whole or even individual
lierary texts but rather “literariness” (literaturnost), i.¢. that which
makes a given text a work of literature. “Literariness,” for the For-
malists, inhered in a text’s characteristic ways of deploying style and
convenuon, and especially inits-capacity to meditare on its own
formal qualities. 1

Downplaying the representational and expressive dimensions of
texts, the Formalists focused on their self-expressive, autonomous
dimensions. Shklovsky coined the terms ostrenanie | “defamiliariza-
tion™ or “making strange™) and zatrudnenie (“making difficult”)
to denote the way thart art heightens perception and short-circuits
automatized responses. The essential function of poetic art, for
Shklovsky, was to explode the encrustations of customary, routinized
perception by making forms difficult. Defamiliarization was to be
achieved through unmotivated formal devices based on deviations
from established norms, the way Tolstoy, for example, could probe
the institution of property through the surprising perspéctive of a
horse. Literary evolution was shaped by the perennial attempt to
disrupr regnant artistic conventions and generate new ones. The
jcontemporaneous “Bakhtin School™ mocked this kind of literary
Oedipalism, with its perpetual adolescent rebellion against whatever
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b happened to be the dominant, preferring to take a much longer and
more tolerant view of artistic history,

The early Formalists were, as their name implies, rigorously
aestheticist; for them, aesthetic perception was autotelic, an end in
irself. Art was largely a means for cxperiencing what Shklovsky called
the “artfulness of the object,” for feeling the “stoniness of the stone.”
Their consistent emphasis upon the construction of artworks led the
Formalists (particularly Jakobson and Tynyanov) to an understand-
ing of art as a system of signs and conventions rather than the regis-
tration of natural phenomena. Formalists believed in what
Eikhenbaum called the * mr:,scap.lb]v: conventionality of art’ {Eagle,

convcntionalit}f of all ar t_, including ru:almt art. .\T;Ltumhsm in the cin-
ema, Eikhenbaum argued, “is no less conventional than literary or
theatrical naturalism™ (Eikhenbaum, 1982, p. 18). Shklovsky ex-
tended the notion of literariness to the cinema by analyzing the struc-
ture of Charlic Chaplin films, seeing the tramp figure as constructed
by a series of devices (pratfalls, chases, fights), only some of which
were motivated by plot. In a neo-Kantian language, Tynvanov ar-
gued that art “strives toward the abstractions of its means” (Eagle,
1981, p. 81). "

The Formalists were| the ﬂrxt to cxplore, with a modicum of ri rigor,
_the m'llogv between la winguage and film. Following the cues offered
bv the Swiss linguist de Saussure, the Formalists mutrht to systema-
tize the apparently chaotic world of filmic phenomena._ “The visible

_ world,” wrote Tynyanov, “is presented in cinema not as such, bur in

its semantic correlativity . . . as semantic sign.” In Poetica Kino, with
contributions by Eikhenbaum, Shk_[m:.‘,'k.]..;, T}.-‘ni.ﬂrﬁ}f, and others, the
Formalists stressed a “poetic” use of film analogous to the “lit crary”™
use of language they posited for verbal texts. For Tynyanov, mon-
tage was comparable to pruwdﬁ.r in literature, Just as plo lot is subordi-
-hate to rhythm in poetry, 50 plc:* 15 subordimare o st 5nle in cinema.
The cinema deployed cinematic procedures like li E”mng and mon-
tage in order to render the visible world in the form of semantic
signs. While Eikhenbaum. compared the syntax-of-filnita _that of
narrative prosc, Tynyanov saw poetry as a more appropriate model.

49




oer and

prously
end in
r called
Erone.”
led the
stand-
regis-
what
Eagle,
to the
e cin-
Ary or
LV ex-
ST
ucted
vhich
War-
agle,

igor,
fered

ma.
on-
tic

1el.

Raugsinn Formalism and the Bakbtin. Scboo!

.fl?‘l_gi_‘.-]iﬂ'l picked up this theme in his “Cinema of Poctry™ essay four
decades later.) In “Troblems in Film Stylistics,” E lL\th]_‘_u;u_[n] mean-
while, saw film in relation to “inner speech” and “im: age translations
of linguistic tropes.”
articulated what was only latent in the
facilitated spectatorial comprehension. Verbal language was thus
implicated in the “readability™ of the filmic image. Inner speech also
mediated between what Lev Vygotsky called “egocentric speech,”
on the one hand, and “socialized” discourse on the other, as well as
between the written and the oral, thus opening the way for another
kind of expression - clliptical, fragmentary, dislocated - linked to
the “rhetoric of the Unconscious.” At the same time, the Formalists
were not insensitive to what might be called the phenomenology of
spectatorship, as in Eikhenbaum’s remarks in “Problems of Cine-
Stylistics™ on the necessary solitude of s'pcctatc:-rship:

on-screen limages and thys

The spectator’s condition is close to solitary, intimate contemplation — be ob-
serves, as ir were, somebody’s dream. The slightest vurside noise unconnected
with the filn anaoys bim maech more than it wosdd iFbe were in the theater,
Talking by spectators next to bim (eq. veading the titles alond ) prevents bim
from concentrating on the movement of the filwn; bis ideal is not to sense the
presence of the other spectators, but to be alone with the film, to become deaf
and dumb, (Eikbenbaum, 1982, p. 10}

Here Eikhenbaum anticipates a number of later theorerical currents
— Merz’s metapsychiclogy of speciatorship, comparative media study,
the metaphor of film as dream, and cognitive theory.

Eikhenbaum saw montage as a stylistic system quite independent
of plot. The cinema, for Eikhenbaum, was a “particular system of
figurative language,” the stylistics of which would treat filmic “syn-
tax,” the linkage of shots into “phrases™ and *sentences.” The “cine-
phrase™ grouped a string of shots around a key image such as a
close-up, while a “cine-period” developed a more complex spato-
temporal configuration. Analysts could use shot-bv-shot analysis
to identify a typology of such phrases — a project taken up some
four decades later by Christian Metz in his “Grande Syntagmatque

a0

" Inner speech, for Eikhenbaum, com p[-_r-:.d and
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of the Image Track.™ While Eikhenbaum did not develop a full-
blown typology, some of his principles of syntagmatic construction
- such as contrast, comparison, and coincidence — resemble in em
bryo the conceptions later developed by Metz. But the Formalist
focus, unlike that of Metz, was in the end less linguistic than stylis-
tic and poetic. “:‘mtl-grmnmnmal" and anti-normative, the For-
malist aesthetic valorized not the correct rules for sclecting and
combining elements but rather deviations from aesthetic and tech-
nical norms of the kind proffered by avant-garde movements like
Fururism.
During the later period of Russian Formalism, the so-called
“Bakhtln Circle” or “Bakhtin School” developed a provocative cri-
tique of the Formalist method, a critique rich in implications for
ﬁIm theory. In_The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship (1928) I
‘“r Bakhtin and Medvedev dissected the underlying premises of first-
# phase Formalism. On the one hand, Bakhtin and Medvedev’s “so-
5 ;:10101,1'..31 poeties™ shared certain features with Formalist poetics:
mc r-;.fusal of a romantic, expressive view of art; the rejection of the
: reduction of art to questions of class and economics; an insistence
. om art's sel-purpeseful specificity. Both saw “literariness” as inher-
3 ing in a differential relation between texts, which the Formalists called
¢ “defamiliarization™ and which Bakhtin and Medvedev refer to un-
¢ der the more comprehensive rubric of “dialogism.” Both schools
% rejected naively realist views of art. An artistic structure does not
¥ reflect reality, Pakhtin and Medvedev argued, but rather the “reflec-
rions and refractions of other ideological spheres.” Bakhtin and
. Medvedev praised the “productive role” of Formalism in formulat-
ing the central problems of literary scholarship, and doing so “with
. such sharpness that they can no longer be avoided or ignored.” But
they engaged critically with Formalism on the question of artistic
“specification.™ Recognizing this issue as a legitimate one, they pro-
- posed a translinguistic and materialist approach. In most cases,
Bakhtin and Medvedey arg_,u-.,d the Formalists simply reverse pre-|
existing dyads — practical /poetic language; material /device; story/
plot — turning them inside out in an undialectical manner, enthron-
ing intrinsic form, for example, where extrinsic content had once
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been supreme. But for Bakhtin and Medvedev every artistic phe-
nomenon is simultancously determined from within and ‘-UT]HJLH:;
the barrier between “inside™ and “outside™ is an artificial one, for in
fact there 1s great permeability between the two.

Formalism, for Bakhtin and Medvedeyv, fails to discern the socia|
nature of literature-even-in-its-specificity.-Bydissolving history into
an *eternal contemporaneity,” Formalists created a model which
was inadequate even to the immanent evolution of literature, not to
mention its relation with the other “series™ — ideological, £conomic,
political. The Formalist fetishization of the artwork as the “sum of
its devices” left readers with nothing more than their own empty
sensation, the hedonistic pleasure of “defamiliarization™ experienced
by the individual consumer of the artistic text. The purpose of art,
the Formalists argued tautologically, is “about™ being aesthetic, about
renewing perception, about making the reader/spectator feel the
“stoniness of the stone.™

The critique of Formalism as mechanistic, ahistorical, and
hermetically sealed-off life began to be addressed by the Formalists
themselves in Tynyvanov’s notion of “dynamic structure™ and later
in the Prague School work of Jakobson, who spoke of “dynamic
synchrony,” and others who tried ro correlate the literary and the
historical “series.” Indeed, many of the fundamental positions of
Russian Formalism were adopted and elaborated by Prague struc-
turalism in the late 1920s and earlv 1930s, with Roman Jakobson as
a key figure linking the two movements. The Prague School was
wapecially corcerned with “aestheric functions,” an idea that furmed
tiie basis for imporr-ant essays on Lhe cinema by Roman Jakobson
and Jan Mukarovsky. In his essay “Arr as a Semiotic Fact™ (1934)
and in his book Aesthetic Function (1936), Mukarovsky outlined a
semiotic theory of aesthetic autonomy, whereby two different func-
tions, communicative and acsthetic (roughly comparable to the For-
language), coexist within a text,

¥

malists “poetic”
but where the aesthetic function serves to isolate and “foreground”
and “focus attention™ on the object. Writing in the wake of the
advent of sound, Jakobson, in an essay entitled “Is the Cinema in
™ argued that (1) the presence of sound does not alter the

practical” and

Decline?,

L
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into sign, and (2) the
use of sound has Kll*_.'li.'ll it ally gvolved into a highly mmmrmml Sys-

fact that the cinema still transforms “reality™

rem with only a remore conhection to real sound (see Eagle, 1981,
p. 37).

Russian Formalism and its cognate movements have left a vase
Jegacy within film theory. Later film theory extrapolated Formalist
formulations concerning literary specificity into cinema theory, es-
chinlj}- when Christian Metz expanded and synthesized the inslights
of Saussurean linguistics and Formalist poetics in his Langage et
eindéma (1971). David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, meanwhile,
drew on some aspects of the defamiliarization theory of the Formal-
ists and the * “schemata” theory of the Prague structur-
alists to construct their version of “Neo-Formalism™ as a basis for
“historical poetics™ - the word “poetics™ goes back not only to Aris-
totle but also to the Formalists’ Peetica Kino as well as Bakhtin’s
“chronotope™ essay — notably in Bordwell’s Narration in the Fiction
Film (1985), Thompson’s Ivan the Terrible: A Neo-Formalist Analysis
(1980) and Breaking the Glass Armour (1988), and their jointly
written (and widely used) Film Art (1996). But even if the 'Fr:n'mﬂlr-
ists had not written about the cinema per s, their conceptualizations
would have been influential. Bertolt Brecht su bsequently politicized
the Formalist concepr of “defamiliarization,” reconceiving it as his
verfremdungseffekt (variously translated as “alienation effect”

norms™ anc

“distanciation™), whereby the work of art would .umult:mcou:-‘;w re-

veal its own processes of production along with those of society.
The structuralist project of “denaturalization,” i.e. r :
cially coded aspect of what was taken to be “natural,”
pated by the Formalist project of ostrenanie or “making strange,”
even if the Formalists themselves saw such devices in a purely formal
way, -
The distinction between “story” (fabula) — the purative sequenge
of events in their “factual™ order and narration - and “plot” or ‘Iﬁ,

| L1

mum::)l(mr et) — the story as narrated within an artistic strucruve —
also ¢

literary theorists as Gerard Genette e, and directly in the work UFDWH:*

Bordwell and Kristin T hompson in their (generally_non-semioric)__

e to influence flm theory and analysis indirectly via s SI_L|1
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‘work, The issuc of “inner speech,” meanwhile, lay dormant ungj)
| the 1970s, when it was © rediscovered” by theorists like Pay)
;Wllltiﬂl‘i.ﬂ , Ronald Levaco, and David Bordwell. Willemen, for ex.
mcj argued that inner speech was not just relevant to silent cin.
| ema as Shklovsky had suggested, but rather ultimately formed a king
& of Unconscious substratum of the filmic system in general.

B Also crucial to subsequent film semiotics was the Formalist view

- systems structured in relation to a “dominant.” Although first con-

" nant”) that artistic works are constituted by a constellation of inter-

& work of art,” the dominant manages to rule, determine, and trans-

poetic canon and even to the art of a given epoch when seen as a
totality. In the 1980s Fredric Jameson adopted the term when he

transnational capitalism.
Yet another current within Formalism was formed by Vladimir

Propp examined 115 Russian folk tales in order to discern common
Cstructures based sn minimeal wiats of action, called “functions,” such
such functions, as opposed to a much larger number of persons,
Objects, and events (corresponding to the traditional “motif™).
_ PI’QPP_‘S legacy for film theory is evident, for example, in Peter

'?,'F_D.”_':_n’-‘i analysis of North by Northwest and in Randal Johnson's
o nalysis of Macunaima. Finally, Formalist ideas on film were also’
. ml@ﬁ:d in the 1970s by the “semiotics of culture” groups in
Moscow and Tarru. In Semsotics of Cinema (1976), Juri Lotman,
the most active member of the school, discusses cinema as both lan-
(BHage and “secondary modeling svstem,” while trying to integrate

o4

B of the text as a battleground between rival elements, as dynamic™ "%

- '.cﬁpii_ljl.i'.f-éd. by Tynyanov, the concept was further developed by' ;
LTa Ir:ﬂbsc_:_g,_ who argued in his landmark 1927 essay (“The Domi- #

' acting codes governed by the “dominant,” i.c. the process by which
one element, for example rhythm or plot or character, comes tg “&
t regulate the artistic text or system. As “the focusing component ofa &
form the remaining components.! As Jakobson elaborates it, the b
* notion applies not only to the individual poetic work, but also to the *

called postmodernism the “cultural dominant™ of the era of 3

Propp’s work on narrative in his Morphology of the Folktale (1968). &

The Historical Avant-CGardes

= the analysis of cinema into a broader cultural theory in ways that
clearly echo but also reinvoice Formalist formulations.

The Historical Avant-Gardes

- The 1910s and 1920s were the period of “historical avant-gardes,”
% the zenith of experimentalism in the arts: Impressionism in France,
Constructivism in the Soviet Union, Expressionism in Germany,
% Futurism in Irtaly, Surrealism in Spain and France, Muralism in

Mexico, and Modernismo in Brazil. Modernism, according to Perry
5 Anderson, emerged as a cultural force-ficld with three coordinates:
B2 “(1) the official art of regimes still linked to the old aristocracies; (2)
i the impact of the new technologies of the second industrial revolu-
& tion; and (3) the hope of social revolution™ (Anderson, 1984). The

film theory of these movements was expressed not only in mani-

festos and in occasional essays in journals like Close-Up and Experi-
& mental Cinema, but also in later filmic manifestos like L’Age 4°0Or

e (1930) and Zéro de Conduite (1933). The films of the avant-garde

'-'i .were defined not only by their distinct aesthetics, but also by their
¥ mode of production, usually artisanal, independently financed, with-
& out links to studios or the industry. Yet the avant-garde was hardly a
= monolith. Tan Christie usefully distinguishes between three distinct
b8 movements: (1) the Impressionists (Abel Gance, Louis Delluc, Jean

B Epstein, and early Gerinaine Dulac), who are closer to a kind of

45 “leaving home.” Propp discerned a relatively small number of 31._ ..:.' nnr_ional “art cinema;” (2) the partisans of *pure cinema” (Fernand

Leger, later Dulac); and (3) the Surrealists (Christie, in Drummond
# etal., 1979). In political terms one can distinguish between a high-
£ modernist avant-garde preoccupied with autotelic form, and a “low,”

{8 carnivalized, anti-institutional, and anti-grammatical avant-garde
# which attacked the art-system (see Burger, 1984; Stam, 1989). Al-
g‘ though modernism grows out of “high art,” as Patrick Brantlinger
|7 and James Naremore (1991) point out, it is also deconstructive of

£ v

certain high art values. Indeed, Michael Newman posits two artistic
modernisms, onc derived from Kant and stressing the absolute
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autonomy of art, the other deriving from Hegel and stressing the
dissolution of art into life and praxis.” It is also possible to see the
more irreverent avatars of modernism as renewing a carnivalesgye
tradition going at least as far back as the medieval period.

The Surrealists, for their part, stressed what they saw as the deep

affinities between moving images and the metaphorical processes of
fcriture automatigue, in a movement defined by André Breton g
““psychic automatism in its pure state, by which one proposes to
express-. .. the actual functioning of thought.” This link to aur.
matic writing prompted Philippe Soupault, for example, to write
“cinematographic poems.” Despite the erudite origins of some of
their concepts, the Surrcalists were also passionate fans of popular
films. Even the worst films, Ado Kyrou suggested, could be “sub-
lime.” The Surrealists discerned subversive undercurrents in the films
of such artists as Mack Sennett, Buster Keaton, and Charlie Chaplin,
Antonin Artaud, meanwhile, lauded the anarchic energies of the Marx
Brothers. Robert Desnos spoke of the “madness™ presiding over
Sennett’s scripts, while Louis Aragon developed a “synthetic criti-
cism” designed to extract intense, libidinal meanings from ordinary
sequences. Even American crime films, for Aragon, “speak of daily
life and manage to raise to a dramatic level a banknote on which our
attention is riveted, a table with a revolver on it, a bottle that on
occasion becomes a weapon, a handkerchief that reveals a crime”
{quoted in Hammond, 1978, p. 29).

For the Surrealists, the cinema had the transcendent capacity to
liberate what was conventiouallv repressed, to mingle the known
and the unknown, the mundane and the oneiric, the quotidian and
the marvelous. Luis Bufiuel and Robert Desnos took positions op-
posed both to Hollywood narrative cinema and to the Impressionist
avant-garde of filmmakers like L’Herbier and Epstein. While they
were enthusiastic about the cinema, they expressed disappointment
with both of these modes for not exploiting its subversive potential
and opting instead for bourgeois love dramas and what Bufiuel called
“the sentimental infection.” By opting for narrative logic and bour-
geois decorum, Buiuel argued, conventional cinema had squandered
its potential for creating an insurrectionary, convulsive, anti-canoni-
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rt which would visualize the “automatic writing of the world.™
e Surrcalists used specific techniques to distance themselves from

: the 5pcll of narrative cinema, whether through Man Ray’s device OF_

watching the screen through outstretched fingers or LE1rinug}1 the
gurrealist habit of interruptive spectatorship, whereby the artists
would visit a series of films in twenty-minute stretches, picnicking as
they watched. Cinematic techniques such as superimposition, the

" dissolve, and slow motion were ideally suited not only for represent-

ing dream but also for mimicking its procedures of figuration. Sur-
realism’s cheerfully creative, utopian :_;j_i.l;;r__r. ading of F reud, meanwhile,

roposed a cinema which would unleash, rather than tame, the an-
qrehic, liberating energies of the Unconscious.

It is well known that the “pope™ of Surrealism, André Breton, was
Partia[l}' inspired by Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams, even though
Breton’s various attempts to form an alliance berween Surrcalism
and Freudianism led nowhere. Buiiuel was one of many Surrealists
concerned with the relation between film and other states of con-
sciousness. For Robert Desnos, cinema was the anticipatory site of
“poetic liberation™ and “intoxication,” a magical time-space where
the distinction between reality and dream could be abolished. Tt was
the desire to dream that generated the “thirst for and love of the
cinema.™ Speaking of the “marvel of cinema,” Breton wrote that
“From the instant he takes his seat to the moment he slips into a
fiction evolving before his eyes [the spectator] passes through a critical
point as captivating and imperceptible as that uniting waking and
sleeping™ {quoted in Hammond, 1978, p. 11). Further elaborating
the comparison, Jacques Brunius wrote:

The arrangement of screen fmages in Hme 15 alsolutely analogous with the
arrangenment thought or the dream can devise. Neither chronological order
nor velarive valuer of duration are real. Contrary to the theater, film, like the
dreaem, chooser som e gesticres, defers or endavger them, eliminates others, travels
many bowrs, centuries, kifometers in a few seconds, speeds up, slows down, stops,
Joes backwards, {Thid.)

Antonin Artaud, in a 1927 text, was even more categorical. “If the
cinema is not made to translate dreams or all that which; in con-
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The Debate after Sound

scious life, resembles dreams,” he argued, “then the cinema does
not exist.”™ These analogies to what would later be called the “dream
state” were subsequently taken up by theorists such as Hugg
Mauerhofer, Suzanne Langer, and Christian Metz. The Surrealis;.
inflected work of Jacques Lacan later continued the tradition of “sub.
versive Freud,” a tradition which was to have a strong impact op
film theory. Later avant-gardist artists such as Maya Deren, Alain
Resnais, Stan Brakhage, and Alejandro Jodorovsky would also con-
tinue the intertextual dialogue with Surrealism, as would the latter-
day theorists of the avant-garde such as Annette Michelson, P. Adams
Sitney, and Peter Wollen.

The Debate after Sound

The advent of sound cinema generated considerable debate about
the relative merits of sound versus silent cinema. In the United States
Gilbert Seldes denounced sound cinema as a regression to theatrical
modes (Seldes, 1928, p. 706). In France Germaine Dulac, even be-
fore the advent of sound, saw cinema as a necessarily silent art.!
Marcel L'Herbier and Leon Poirier were also hostile to sound, while
others, such as Abel Gance, Jacques Feyder, and Marcel Pagnol,
cautiously embraced it. “The talking film,” Pagnol argued “is the
art of recording, preserving, and diffusing theater™ (Pagnol, 1933,
p. 8). For Epstein the phonggenie of sound could potentially com-
plement the photogenie of the image. But Artaud, in “The Prema-
ture Old Age of the Cinema” (1933), warned that sound might
prod the cinema to adopt outmoded conventions, while René Clair
proclaimed that “the cinema must remain visual at all costs.™ In
Russia Eisenstein, Alexandrov, and Pudovkin in their 1928 mani-
festo called for the non-synchronous use of sound, warning that the
inclusion of dialogue might reestablish the hegemony of outworn
methods and trigger a flood of “photographed performances of a
theatrical sort” (Eisenstein, 1957, pp. 257-9). Synchronous sound,
they feared, would destrov the culture of montage and thus the very
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basis of the autonomy of cinema as an art form. In Germany Rudolf
Arnheim, in the name of the plastic specificity of the cinema, en-~
shrined silent cinema as the definitive, paradigmatic form of the

seventh art. In what now scems like a counter-intuitive move,

Arnheim argued that sound detracts from visual beauty. “When real

sounds are emitted by the filmed virtuoso’s violin,” Arnheim la-

mented, “the visual picture suddenly becomes three-dimensional and

tangible™ (Arnheim, 1997, p. 30). The introduction of the sound

film, for Arnheim, aborted the progress of film art by tempting film-

makers to submit to “the inartistic” demand for a superficial “natu-

ralness” (ibid., p. 154). Ultimately, the sound/silent debate had to

do with notions of the putative “essence™ of cinema and the aes-

thetic and narrative implications of “realizing™ that essence. (It took

1960s semiotic theory to suggest that “essence™ and “specificity”

were not coterminous, that the cinema could have some dimensions

that were “specifically cinematic™ without those traits dictating any

single style or aesthetic. )

In 1933 Arnheim published in German his book Film (a revised
version of which appeared in English as Film as Artin 1957). Arnheim
had in common with Munsterberg a fondness for Kant and an inter-
est in psychology, although the psychology that interested him was
of the Gestalt variety. The Gestaltists under whom Arnheim studied
experimented in the areas of “visual field” and “perception of move-
ment.” Influenced by neo-Kantian thought, they stressed the active
role of the mind in shaping dumb matter into meaningful experi-
ence, a perceptual process hyperbolized and foregrounded by art.
Arnheim’s work on film thus forms part of a larger project in which
the visual arts provide a kind of proving ground for the study of
visual perception (Arnheim’s own 1928 dissertation was on per-
ception).

Gestalt theory, like aesthetic modernism, as Gertrud Koch points
out, is constructivise; it sees the relation between art and the percep-
tual world as one not of imitation, but of shared structural princi-
ples.® Arnheim’s materialtheorie emphasizes what he sees as the
essential traits of the film medium and the means by which those
traits might be deploved for artistic ends. According to Arnheim,

59



