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PREFACE

Magazines have been the bulwarks of polemical aesthetics in our times. Renato Poggioli, the theorist of avant-gardism, writes of “one of the external signs most characteristically avant-garde: periodicals of a group or movement; all of them were organs for a specific creative current and, especially, for a particular tendency of taste.” To learn the character and to trace the evolution of a single such magazine, there is no better way than to peruse an entire “run” of its issues. Often, the least memorable, flimsiest articles provide an insight into the individuality of a publication that its “features” cannot reveal, especially, after a number of years; for, in a given period, several magazines share the best authors or compete for an author’s best work. The peripheral pieces indicate the ideas and needs of individual editors.

This complicates the task of an anthologist who would collect the best of a periodical and still preserve a sense of its uniqueness. No anthology (the present volume included) can contain all the best and all the most characteristic of a magazine over many years. The present collection does not pretend to be comprehensive. It attempts to satisfy three needs. First, there is the need to bring back into print the crucial contributions to film criticism and aesthetics that have appeared in Film Culture since its inception, in January, 1955. Next, we have tried to document Film Culture as an organic entity, recognizing its various changes over the past fifteen years. Finally, we have designed the collection as a source book for readings in the avant-garde cinema, a field with which the magazine has come to be identified in the last decade.

Almost from the beginning, Film Culture has subtitled itself “America’s Independent Motion Picture Magazine,” indicating its critical attitude as well as its domain of interest. Jonas Mekas founded Film Culture not long after he came to the United States from Lithuania by way of postwar Germany. A formalist (and romantic) poet in his native language, he discovered the cinema in New York. In his initial editorial, he outlined the vision of a publication that would combine the interests and needs of film-makers and film viewers.


Today, the needs for a searching revaluation of the aesthetic standards obtaining both among film-makers and audiences and for thorough revision of the prevalent attitude to the function of cinema have assumed more challenging proportions than ever before. Cinematic creation tends to be approached primarily as a production of commodities, and large sections of the public—to whom film-going is still merely a mode of diversion—remain unaware of the full significance of filmic art.



The original editorial board contained Mekas’s brother Adolfas, George Fenin, Louis Brigante, and Edouard de Laurot, a Marxist critic whose long theoretical articles dominated many of the early issues. Many foreign correspondents contributed articles and letters. Although it was oriented toward the European cinema, Film Culture, from its very first issue, focused critical attention on the embryonic “experimental” (as it was then called) cinema in America. Although it may have been a harsh critic of the avant-garde, Film Culture was the one place where it was taken seriously. The first chapter of this collection represents the initial position of the editors and contributors in respect to the avant-garde cinema. The final chapter is its complement, with recent sophisticated overviews of the American avant-garde in the context of film history and recent international achievements in the formal cinema.

Film Culture has never been solvent; in 1958, it collapsed as a monthly (it had been a bimonthly for its first eleven issues). Mekas wrote in the editorial of the last regular number (#18), the von Stroheim issue:


For three years, we have been publishing in this country a periodical devoted to the advanced criticism of motion pictures—motion pictures as an art and as a social phenomenon. But as yet we have not had sufficient support on the part of the audience. There are not enough people in this country who realize that film is an art and that motion-picture fan-magazines are not enough. The institutions and foundations whose functions include the support of cultural activities have refused to help us, and, what is more, Film Culture has been asked to pay taxes! Film Culture has suffered the same sort of “men’s stupidity” that killed Erich von Stroheim.

Therefore, beginning with this issue, Film Culture will appear on an unperiodical basis, with selected collections of articles and essays on cinema—partisan-like, the most effective way at this juncture.



After that, Film Culture began to assume a new character. Mekas recognized the potential for an independent cinema in the United States and attempted to make the magazine a vehicle for its emergence. With the nineteenth issue, he initiated the Independent Film Awards, given yearly (more or less) to call attention to the finest American films made outside of the commercial system.

Perhaps guided by the success of a group of French film-makers who had edited the magazine Cahiers du Cinéma, Mekas made his first film, Guns of the Trees (1960–61), with his coeditors Brigante, de Laurot, and Adolfas Mekas assisting him. The experience transfigured his vision of the cinema. In the first place, Film Culture immediately became a forum of ideas of economic alternatives to commercial production and distribution. At the same time, it rediscovered the native avant-garde cinema, which had existed for years without commercialization or concession.

In the eleven issues from 19 to 29, Film Culture gradually became the apologist of the New American Cinema (Mekas’s term) of which it had once been so critical. Yet film has always perpetuated dualities and bifurcations. Film criticism can seem as schizophrenic as film production. As the magazine became the forum for an emerging avant-garde cinema, to which most other magazines had been and continue to be hostile or indifferent, it turned, simultaneously, from reviewing European films with an academic and intellectual viewpoint to demanding serious attention for the traditional output of Hollywood. Andrew Sarris, who had become an editor of the magazine, epitomized the American orientation with his special issue (#28) devoted to creating a hierarchy of Hollywood directors and summarizing their styles.

Even after the thirtieth issue, by which time it had become the quasiofficial magazine of the avant-garde film-maker, Film Culture continued to devote part of almost every issue to Sarris or other Americanist critics. In Cahiers du Cinéma, the dichotomy between the film-makers and the apologists of the commercial cinema was not great. In the first place, they were often the same persons. Secondly, as film-makers they were much more “commercial,” certainly far less radical than the artists associated with Film Culture, and as critics of the traditional American film, they were seldom as enthusiastic as Sarris.

The presence of Andrew Sarris in the pages of Film Culture is complemented by that of Parker Tyler. Both began to write for the magazine soon after it was founded; both became frequent contributors during its transitional period in the early sixties; neither has contributed more than one article in the past few years, the magazine’s most radical stage. Tyler gave measured support to the avant-garde film-maker during the period in which Film Culture was most critical and measured criticism as the editors became more fervid in their support of the movement. The articles of his we have selected represent a crucial station in the evolution of Film Culture. We would have included even more of his writings were they not all available in several recent editions of his essays.

The editors of Film Culture have at times devoted entire issues or large sections of an issue to a single topic. Sarris’s critical index of American directors was one such issue; it has been omitted here because of its recent republication, in book form, as The American Cinema. Likewise, Seymour Stern’s monumental study of D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation, the first part of which filled issue 36, defies excerpting; and its complete version is immanent. We have attempted to encapsulate the issue (#18) devoted to Erich von Stroheim. From the volume of Stan Brakhage’s writings Metaphors on Vision (issue 30), we have taken the introductory interview and the final chapter. The issue still remains in print but may soon be exhausted.

A copy of the cumulative index of Film Culture may be obtained free from Film Culture, Box 1499, G.P.O., New York, N.Y. 10001.

I am most indebted to Annette Michelson, the advisory editor in the film-book program at Praeger, for her encouragement and help in the preparation of this volume. Her careful reading of the manuscript guided me in making the final selection; what clarity and intellectual thrust there may be in my Introduction derive from her notes; the confusions are my own. It is a pleasure to have the opportunity to thank Malcolm Mills, who typed the manuscript, Valerie Curtis, who helped me proofread it, Susan Saunders, who made the initial index, and Gwen Thomas and Perlyn Goodman who helped me read the galleys.

The living authors have been most generous in allowing me to reprint their articles. I wish also to acknowledge Amos Vogel, who organized the symposium “Poetry and the Film” at Cinema 16, for his permission to reprint the transcription of that event, and E. P. Dutton & Co. for permission to use “The Cosmic Cinema of Jordan Belson” from Gene Youngblood’s forthcoming book, Expanded Cinema.

The achievements of Film Culture reflect the spirit and genius of its founder and editor-in-chief, Jonas Mekas. I am grateful to him for allowing me to make this collection and for his consistent help and advice from its conception and throughout its production. Finally, I wish to thank my wife, who has willingly shared all my labors in making this book and seeing it through to publication.

P. ADAMS SITNEY
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To Jerome Hill



INTRODUCTION

A READER’s GUIDE
TO THE AMERICAN
AVANT-GRADE FILM

At its best, criticism can transfigure its object. The critic who illuminates the workings of the object of his criticism helps the reader to experience the object afresh in retrospect or upon subsequent encounter. On a lower level, the critic can direct the reader to a work he might not know or to a part of a familiar work he has overlooked and let him do the labor which leads to illumination himself. Much of the writing collected in this volume aspires to the higher level but must perforce function on the lower because of the relative obscurity of the films discussed.

While making this anthology, I was aware of the fact that it would be more immediately available to a reading public than the films upon which it concentrates: the New American Cinema. Therefore, an introductory essay to guide the reader through the complicated history of the avant-garde cinema in this country has been prefixed, although it never appeared as such in Film Culture.

I say “in this country,” recognizing that film history has suffered more from the limitations of thinking in terms of national achievement than the history of any other modern art. Undeniably, there have been centers of activity; the avant-garde film surfaced simultaneously in Paris and Berlin in the early 1920’s and developed in the former city throughout that decade. It faded in the 1930’s to appear again, in full force, in California and New York at the end of World War II. The reasons for the hemispheric shift are simple. Nazism drove radical artists, the surviving Cubists, Dadaists, and Surrealists, to America where they found a provincial audience ready to look at, and assimilate, their works. So, when we speak of the American avant-garde film, we mean to encompass the German Hans Richter who taught and made cinema here, as well as Peter Kubelka who makes his films in Austria for a primarily American audience, and many others.

Without the sudden injection of European Modernism, there would have been no avant-garde art upsurge in America in the late 1940’s. In the case of film-making, the fact that the new generation of film-makers clustered around the Art in Cinema film society in San Francisco and Cinema 16 in New York, where the older avant-garde films could be seen, indicates the directness of the tradition. Often, this radicalism in cinema has been too simply analyzed as a reaction to the stagnation of Hollywood. That was a historical factor, but not a dominating one. Perhaps the influence of Hollywood on the American avant-garde was simply negative; the exclusion of the possibility of finding creative work there saved many young artists years of wasted apprenticeship. Without a chance to make the kind of films they wanted to make commercially, they immediately set about doing what they could within the limitations of their circumstances.

Avant-garde film-making in the United States has never been a movement; the individualism of the artists prevented that. Yet there have been collective drifts, general tendencies (always with contemporary exceptions, of course), around which the film historian can structure his observations. As Ken Kelman pointed out in his 1964 survey of the New American Cinema for the Nation (May 13):


Our current reduction of the totality of things is precisely what the New American Cinema is up against, and I would give cohesion to this cinema first in terms of its response to the prevalent modern superstitions. Again, I would not call it a movement so much as a release of energies, whose various aspects are related not so much by common purpose as by common necessity.



Through the work of the two film societies mentioned above and, later, through Film Culture and the Film-Makers Cooperative, avant-garde film-makers have been kept informed of each other’s work. More than anything else, the reciprocity of information which all the contemporary arts share, has propelled change by keeping the avant-garde film community informed of the exhaustion of formal possibilities.

Two lines of development have persisted since the inception of the avant-garde cinema in Europe: the graphic and the subjective. Sometimes, these lines run parallel; sometimes, they overlap. The evolution of the graphic film has been calmer than the subjective; after the initial exploration of the flat surface and hard-edge forms, the graphic was vitalized by the development of the hand-painted film and quite recently has entered the area of imagery generated by computers and electrically modified (through television tape). The appearance of the flicker films (black and white or pure color alternations) bridges the division between animated and directly photographed film by its critical reduction of both to a common atomism.

A synoptic view of the history of the subjective film (for which specific examples follow) passes from the psychodrama, in which the film-maker acts out a Freudian situation in a symbolic landscape, to the mythopoeic film, where elemental and archetypal situations are elaborated in epic forms. At its most informal development, this genre manifested a period of anarchic picaresques.

A succession of plastic concerns attends upon this historical morphology. In the earliest period of the subjectivist film, the film-maker often acted the central role of his work, as a somnambulist or an entranced figure (Parker Tyler aptly called the genre “the Trance Film”). The primary material of these films, visually, are symbols, ominous objects in detail, since the film-maker as an actor cannot see the compositional field. In the picaresques, the actor (not the film-maker) becomes the central image. His gestures, often obscene, are the focus of directorial attention. Both the psychodrama and the picaresque are bas-reliefs, oblivious to spatial elaboration. In the mythopoeic film, one or a number of personae, abstracted and primitivized types, replace the somnambulist or anarchic hero; the essential visual dynamics are registered by the intricacies of montage.

The structural film has brought the redemption of deep space (and a corollary involvement with the flat, anti-illusionist screen). Before this plastic stage, which presupposed the disappearance of both the hero and the mythic personae, could be reached, the lyric film was essential, with its direct, frontal investigation of the film-maker’s field of vision.

The succession of film-maker theoreticians within the American avant-garde begins with Maya Deren. Her statement at the Cinema 16 “Symposium on Poetry and the Film” articulates the subjectivist approach that dominated the avant-garde film until the middle 1960’s. Her division of “vertical” and “horizontal” axes within narrative and dramatic structures, and her argument for purely “vertical” film poems, orients the avant-garde film as a vehicle for the manifestation of stream-of-consciousness and introspection in cinema.

In her own early work, as well as that of Markopoulos, Anger, Brakhage, Peterson, Broughton, and others, the formal representation of psychological states prefigured all other developments. From the end of World War II until late in the 1950’s, psychodrama was by far the dominant genre of the “Experimental film,” as it was then called. Meshes of the Afternoon (1943), Maya Deren’s first film, reveals a simple chain of events—a woman (played by the film-maker) entering an empty house, observing the objects of the room, and taking a nap during which a man enters the house—in different aspects as the action is repeated with several variations. In each of them, symbolic dimensions of the objects in the room become progressively manifest and violent, climaxing in a suicide, the reality of which remains ambiguous.

In At Land (1944) and Ritual in Transfigured Time (1946) Deren formalized the principles of conscious disorientation of space and time that she had invented in her first film for a subjective effect. Her work evolved from the personal to the mythic, from a language of Freudian icons to Jungian archetypes; in so doing it rehearsed, in the 1940’s, a progression that the avant-garde cinema as a whole was to make between the late 1950’s and the early 1960’s. I will return to this step later—a step that, incidentally, is anticipated within the filmographies of other film-makers.

In 1947, Kenneth Anger created a cinematic dream of homosexual encounters, Fireworks, which instantly made him the enfant terrible of the avant-garde. The episodes of his film are a tapestry of icons and symbols. The exaggerated offer of a “light” to a sailor against the painted backdrop of a bar, cruising cars at night, and muscle flexing exemplify the former; a Roman candle for a phallus and the equally phallic and ritualistic image of the hero crowned with a large Christmas tree and a burning candle atop it are extremes of the latter. The article by Mekas in the first chapter epitomizes the negative criticism Anger’s radicalism, and that of his fellow avant-gardists, elicited at the time and for more than a decade later.

At this first station of the history of the avant-garde film in America the vital concerns of film-makers were symbolism, the subjective camera, and the representation of dreams. Sidney Peterson made two of the most sophisticated and witty films of the period, mixing formal commitment with psychological distancing. He had abstracted a methodology to make use of random objects for surrealistic comedies. As a teacher of film-making at the San Francisco Art Institute, Peterson had to use his students and make his academic situation the occasion for his art. His best works, Mr. Frenhofer and the Minotaur (1949) and The Lead Shoes (1949–50), employ anamorphic photography and themes compounded from diverse sources. Mr. Frenhofer combines the situation of Balzac’s story “The Unknown Masterpiece” with the imagery of Picasso’s “Minotaurachy,” conjoined with a reading on the soundtrack of a serious parody of a Joycean monologue in the persona of an art student seduced by an elder artist. Two old English ballads and a diving suit which happened to be available were the source of The Lead Shoes, a hysterical study of incest and fratricide. In his article, “A Note on Comedy in Experimental Film,” Peterson elaborates his involvement with the process of film-making, an involvement so intense that he was able to achieve a cinematic art despite the limitations of his pedagogic situation.

The subjective tradition in film has always intersected with the tradition of the abstract film, be it cinegraphic (that is, animated, hand-painted) or photographed. Both emerged out of the Modernist painting movements of the early years of this century: Dada, Surrealism, Cubism, and Constructivism. Viking Eggeling’s Diagonal Symphony and Richter’s Rhythmus 21, both from 1921, initiated the cinema of flat, nonobjective forms in movement. Man Ray employed both cinegraphic and subjective styles in his films Return to Reason (1924) and Emak Bakia (1926). Historically, these two aspects have always been related, sometimes overlapping in the works of individual film-makers.

In his interview, Harry Smith describes his involvement with the abstract film and the techniques he employed in making them. His works to date form an even more complete paradigm than Maya Deren’s for the historical evolution of the American avant-garde film. The one phase he has not participated in is the psychodrama of the 1940’s. Smith’s earliest films (made throughout the 1940’s) arise from the Bauhaus tradition of formal composition and illusory depth through color and shape. Smith’s work is vitalized by a serious commitment to the textural surface of the film material itself (he paints, glues, scratches the raw material) for which his ability to invent and master graphic techniques distinguished him.

Between 1950 and 1960, Smith worked on a long animated film, literally a surrealistic cartoon of epic proportions. He has given us in this film a twentieth century inflection of “The Immortal Journey”—in the tradition of Dante, Milton, and Blake. By the time he finished the film, which is sometimes called Heaven and Earth Magic or The Magic Feature, the New American Cinema had entered its mythopoeic stage: film-makers who had worked in the psychodrama were elaborating epic myths—both classical and chthonian. His latest film, Late Superimpositions (1964), an autobiographical fragment, brings us to the diary form which has been a major development of the late 1960’s.

The animated film of the 1950’s had both a kinetic and social manifestation. Robert Breer, working in the tradition of Eggeling, Richter, and Len Lye (who combined animated with photographed images in films such as Trade Tattoo [1927], has articulated a formal cinema based on the illusions and dissolutions of spatial complexes and on extreme speed of imagery. His film Blazes (1961) is made up of a hundred calligraphic images following one after the other in mostly single-frame shots; that is, twenty-four different pictures every second or one entire set of the hundred images in just five seconds. In 69 (1969), he systematically alternates abstract, linear forms, which affirm the flatness of the screen upon which they are projected with forms creating three-dimensional illusions and a sense of extreme depth in the screen. Breer’s interest in spatial illusionism long antedates the recent emergence of that concern among those film-makers whom I have described as “Structuralist.”

Gregory Markopoulos, working independently of Breer, developed a similar theory of speed and perception in his mythic narrative films, beginning with Twice a Man (1963). He expressed his methodology in a brief manifesto in Film Culture No. 30, “Towards a New Narrative Film Form,” in which he wrote:


I propose a new narrative form through the fusion of the classic montage technique with a more abstract system. This system involves the use of short film phrases which evoke thought-images. Each film phrase is composed of certain select frames that are similar to the harmonic units found in musical composition. The film phrases establish ulterior relationships among themselves; in classic montage-technique, there is a constant reference to the continuing shot; in my abstract system, there is a complex of differing frames being repeated.



In their socially oriented animation, the collage film-makers Stan Vanderbeek and Richard Preston use magazine cutouts for explicit and obtuse political satire. Vanderbeek’s Science Friction (1958) shows preposterous objects and edifices, a religious tryptich, the Empire State Building, lifting off like rockets out of their familiar backgrounds and landscapes. Bruce Conner, also a collagist, collected film clippings and reconstructed them to build a vision of human disaster (A Movie, 1958) or to express an equation between sexuality and war (Cosmic Ray, 1961).

The first New American Cinema Group represents an intersection of the lines of the American social documentary and the avant-garde psychodrama. It was as if the trauma dramas of Anger, Brakhage, etc., had found a social context. Of course, in the early 1960’s, most of the members of the NAC Group considered themselves in direct opposition to the “experimental film” with its psychological orientation. They intended to offer a commercial alternative to the stagnant Hollywood cinema and made works inspired by the ideological concerns that produced the Beat movement. Yet, today, Mekas’s Guns of the Trees, Cassavetes’ Shadows, Alfred Leslie’s and Robert Frank’s Pull My Daisy, and Robert Frank’s Sin of Jesus now seem to compose a late stage in the evolution of the American psychodrama.

The very last stage of the psychodramatic tradition was again unambiguously posited within the avant-garde: a picaresque cinema of anarchic nonsense, of sexual fantasy, of Zen, and of antiestablishment parody. The works of Ron Rice, Jack Smith, and Vernon Zimmerman, and the early works of Ken Jacobs represent this stage, which overlapped with, and was finally absorbed into, the mythopoeic cinema. In his article “Notes on the New American Cinema,” Jonas Mekas captures the spirit and documents the phenomena of this moment in the history of the American avant-garde film. As a critic, Mekas has been most at home in his discussions of informal, Zen-oriented works; he is at his very best in this article and in his “Notes on Some New Films and Happiness.”

While Brakhage was writing the essays that are collected in Metaphors on Vision (the introduction and final chapter are included in this anthology), he made a series of short films that define conclusively the lyrical in cinema. The lyrical is a specific film-linguistic person (in the grammatical sense) not to be confused with the general term “lyricism,” which Mekas often uses to describe films; it is the artist addressing himself directly to his subject, the field of vision—a dialogue through the lens of the camera. In The Dead (1960), for instance, the film-maker, who makes his presence felt in the film implicitly through the movements of the hand-held camera, seeks and finds a visual image of “death,” that complex of notions, fears, and philosophical reductions, in a superimposition and solarization of images from the Père Lachaise cemetery. This film, like the others he describes in the interview, represents the direct confrontation of the film artist with the visual world, a fruitful analysis without the mediation of actors or metaphors of sympathetic nature.

Window Water Baby Moving (1959) shows us not only the documented birth of Brakhage’s first child, but the chain of attitudes and emotions the film-maker shared with his wife through her pregnancy and at the very moment of the birth. There is no contrivance in these lyrics. Everything is drawn from the world of sight; no images are set up to be filmed. The most artificial film Brakhage made during that period was Mothlight (1963), a collage in which real leaves and the real wings of dead moths were arranged on glue-covered strips of Mylar film, in rhythmic bursts meant to evoke the erratic flight and consummation-in-light of a moth.

Harold Bloom invokes the Jewish theologian, Martin Buber, and his essay “I and Thou” (in which the philosopher describes the ultimate and irreducible relationship between two entities), in defining the intensity of Shelley’s confrontation with the objects of his consciousness. A like intensity obtains between Brakhage and the world he sees through the camera eye, which, in his theory, should be a mimetic extension of his own eye. Bloom also elucidated, in Shelley’s Mythmaking, how mythopoeia grows out of the experience I have called the lyric. In Brakhage’s case, the same development follows. Out of the series of short lyrics emerged his epic Dog Star Man (1960–65), called, in its most expansive form, The Art of Vision. The final chapter of Metaphors on Vision documents the genesis of mythopoeia out of the lyric experience, as Brakhage reveals his sources in recent American poetry (Olson, Duncan, Kelly, McClure).

In “Imagism and Four Avant-garde Films” I have outlined a set of intersections over a seventeen-year span between the contemporary nonnarrative film and the other arts, from various points in art history: Thus, Maya Deren, in 1943, cinematizes what she finds vital in contemporary dance (Choreography for Camera); Anger transposes the form of a baroque fugue to film (Eaux d’Artifice, 1953); Boulten-house takes a Symbolist poem as his inspiration for Handwritten (1959); and Brakhage builds a ritual drama around the classical Noh and the poetic tradition of Ezra Pound, in Dog Star Man: Part One (1961).

The mythic film flourished between 1962 and 1965, when Dog Star Man, Anger’s Scorpio Rising, Baillie’s Mass and Quixote, Jack Smith’s Flaming Creatures and Markopoulos’s Twice a Man were completed. The entire span of film-making from the end of World War II to the climax of the mythic period runs congruent to the reign of Abstract Expressionism in American art, as Annette Michelson was the first to point out in her seminal article “Film and the Radical Aspiration.”

In 1965, when she made the speech out of which the article came, a new era was beginning for the American avant-garde film. In the films of Andy Warhol such as Sleep (1963), Kiss (1963), and Eat (1963), the aesthetics of the avant-garde tradition were challenged and successfully subverted.Warhol stands at a fulcrum point, as does Kubelka, an Austrian whose formidable work became known in America just at the crucial time when the Abstract Expressionist tradition was disintegrating. Out of their critical subversions of narrative- and lyrical-film forms, the structural film has emerged, applying the values previously held in the abstract or animated film to the deep space of photographic actuality.

This transposition of values also obtains for the animated or plastic film as exemplified by the work of Jordan Belson, whose abstractions have inherited the mythopoeic and cosmological impulse. The means of his achieving a visual cosmogenesis has not been a vibrant montage, but a reduction of imagery to undulating fields.

History demands a perspective which we do not yet have on the achievements of the late 1960’s. Today the avant-garde film seems to be moving in several fragmented directions: The structural film (Snow, Landow, Frampton, etc.) and the diary (Mekas and the young erotic diarist Andrew Noren) are emerging forms that coexist with the latest developments in more established genres (the latest works of Brakhage, Kubelka, Anger, Markopoulos, etc.). A coherent idea of these very latest achievements has yet to arrive.

P. ADAMS SITNEY



ONE

THE FORMATIVE
YEARS, 1955-58

In its first stage, Film Culture was a general intellectual review of film, and, at times, television, with catholic interests in film history, theory, sociology, and economics. Since the editors believed in presenting an open dialogue on controversial issues, the magazine as a whole had no single polemical thrust.

The article by Jonas Mekas crystallizes the editorial attitude toward the American avant-garde cinema. It is answered, ideologically, if not directly, by the contributions from Hans Richter and Parker Tyler. Tyler’s “Preface” later became a central essay in his book The Three Faces of the Film, which, for many years, has been the most competent study of the subjective film in English.

Film-historical studies have always been a vital part of Film Culture. The articles by Sarris and Michel and the four selections from the special issue on von Stroheim represent the best historical criticism from this period of the magazine.

Carl Th. Dreyer’s letter answers an article by Guido Aristarco, Film Culture’s Italian correspondent, on the Venice Film Festival of 1955 in which the critic complained:


Yet, how much of contemporary Denmark, how many of the problems of its people are to be found in Ordet? Dreyer’s position towards life and culture is undoubtedly anachronistic, as is that of Kaj Munk, the author of the drama from which the film was adapted. It is true that the still-recent tragedy of war, with its legacy of spiritual ruins, precludes any facile solutions that are not rooted in mysticism. Nevertheless, it is disconcerting to find Dreyer, in this atomic age synthesized by Einstein’s equations, rejecting science for the miracles of religion.




THE FILM AS AN
ORIGINAL ART FORM

[image: image]

BY HANS RICHTER

No. 1, January, 1955

The main aesthetic problem in the movies, which were invented for reproduction (of movement) is, paradoxically, the overcoming of reproduction. In other words, the question is: to what degree is the camera (film, color, sound, etc.) developed and used to reproduce (any object which appears before the lens) or to produce (sensations not possible in any other art medium)?

This question is by no means a purely technical or mechanical one. The technical liberation of the camera is intimately interrelated with psychological, social, economic, and aesthetic problems. They all play a role in deciding to what use technique is put and how much it is liberated. Before this fundamental matter, with its manifold implications, is sufficiently cleared up, it is impossible to speak of the film as an independent art form, even as an art form at all, whatever its promises might be. In the words of Pudovkin: “What is a work of art before it comes in front of the camera, such as acting, staging, or the novel is not a work of art on the screen.”

Even to the sincere lover of the film in its present form it must seem that the film is overwhelmingly used for keeping records of creative achievements: of plays, actors, novels, or just plain nature, and proportionately less for the creation of original filmic sensations. It is true that the commercial entertainment-film uses many of the liberating elements, discovered since 1895 by Méliès, Griffith, Eisenstein, and others, leading toward an original cinematic form. But the general tendency of the film industry, as an economic institution, is the distribution of each film to a maximum number of people. This institution has to avoid moving away from the traditional forms of story-telling to which the maximum number of people are conditioned: the theater, with the supremacy of the actor, and the novel or the play, with the writer. Both traditions weigh heavily upon the film and prevent it from coming into its own.

David Wark Griffith forced the stage actor, as early as 1909, into mosaic-acting and broke up, in that way, the uninterrupted scene-acting of the stage actor into hundreds of separately acted scenes that assumed continuity only in the cutting room. His innovations of the close-up and the crosscutting of simultaneous events were revolutionary steps toward a filmic style. But when he broke with theater acting, he gave, involuntarily, an overwhelming influence back to the actor in the creation of the star. As star, the actor immortalized reproduction and dominated the film form once again.

The novel, on the other hand, has adapted itself in the last fifty years to the film. It has become increasingly image-minded. But its technique of psychological character-development, its style of storytelling—traditional properties of literature—dominate the film and make it, also, from this side, reproduction (of literary works, which were original art before they were produced in Hollywood, London, Paris, and Rome).

It does not concern us here that, in spite of dependency upon other art forms and in spite of the greater or smaller degree of reproduction, many films have shown exceptional qualities. It is known that the film industry has produced fascinating works, full of inventiveness, inspiration, and human values. The problem with which we are dealing here is the film as an original art form. Good and bad have no meaning as long as it is not clear upon what aesthetic fundamentals the film is supposed to be built.

The uncertainty of whether film as such (that is, the entertainment film) is essentially theatrical, literary, or fine art ends with the doubt in the minds of many sincere film-historians and -critics as to whether the film is, or ever will be, an original art at all! There is also another school of thought that defies the present form of the film altogether, in spite of its overwhelming success and powerful influence, rejects its values as social compensator in offering paradises, complete with gods and goddesses, and sees in it a grandiose perversion of the medium.

Between the two schools, I would prefer to say that the fictional film in its present form is a reproduction of several art forms mixed with original cinematographic elements. But the fact is that there are at least two film forms besides the fictional film that, less spectacular than Hollywood, are more cinematographic in the proper sense of the word.

Several times in the history of the movies, a revolt has temporarily broken the hold of the two traditional arts over the entertainment film. To state the two most important revolts: the post-revolutionary silent Russian film (Potemkin) and, after the liberation of Italy from Fascism, the postwar Italian film (Paisan). In both cases, the fictional film has turned from fiction to history and from theater style to documentary style in the use of natural setting, people not actors, and real events.

With the documentary approach, the film gets back to its fundamentals. Here, it has a solid aesthetic basis: in the free use of nature, including man, as raw material. By selection, elimination, and coordination of natural elements, a film form evolves that is original and not bound by theatrical or literary tradition. That goes of course, as much for the semidocumentary fictional film (Potemkin, Paisan), as for the documentary film itself. These elements might obtain a social, economic, political, or general human meaning, according to their selection and coordination. But this meaning does not exist a priori in the facts, nor is it a reproduction (as in an actor’s performance). It is created in the camera and the cutting room. The documentary film is an original art form. It has come to grips with facts—on its own original level. It covers the rational side of our lives, from the scientific experiment to the poetic landscape-study, but never moves away from the factual. Its scope is wide. Nevertheless, it is an original art form only as far as it keeps strictly to the use of natural raw material in rational interpretation. The modern, more convenient technique of re-enacting factual scenes and events is sometimes not without setbacks, as it might easily introduce reproduction through the back door again: in reproducing enacted scenes.

The influence of the documentary film is growing, but its contribution to a filmic art is, by nature, limited. It is limited by the same token by which it has overcome the influence of the two old arts. Since its elements are facts, it can be original art only in the limits of this factuality. Any free use of the magic, poetic, irrational qualities to which the film medium might offer itself would have to be excluded a priori (as nonfactual). But just these qualities are essentially cinematographic, are characteristic of the film and are, aesthetically, the ones that promise future development. That is where the second of the original film-forms has its place: the experimental film.

There is a short chapter in the history of the movies that dealt especially with this side of the film. It was made by individuals concerned essentially with the film medium. They were neither prejudiced by production clichés, nor by necessity of rational interpretation, nor by financial obligations. The story of these individual artists, at the beginning of the 1920’s, under the name of “avant-garde,” can be properly read as a history of the conscious attempt to overcome reproduction and to arrive at the free use of the means of cinematographic expression. This movement spread over Europe and was sustained for the greatest part by modern painters who, in their own field, had broken away from the conventional: Eggeling, Léger, Duchamp, Man Ray, Picabia, Ruttman, Brugière, Len Lye, Cocteau, myself, and others.

The fact that it was nearly exclusively modern artists who represented this movement gives a hint of the direction in which the liberation of the film was sought. Already, in the 1910’s Canudo and Delluc in France spoke of photogenic as the new plastic quality of the film medium. René Clair went further and declared film as a visual medium per se: “A blind man in a regular theater and a deaf mute in a movie theater should still get the essentials from the performance.” The spoken word for the stage, the silent image for the film—those are the elements!

These artists discovered that film as a visual medium fitted into the tradition of the art without violation of its fundamentals. It was there that it could develop freely: “The film should positively avoid any connection with the historical, educational, romantic, moral or immoral, geographical or documentary subjects. The film should become, step by step, finally exclusively cinematography, that means that it should use exclusively photogenic elements” (Jean Epstein, 1923). Problems in modern art lead directly into the film. Organization and orchestration of form, color, the dynamics of motion, simultaneity, were problems with which Cézanne, the cubists, the futurists had to deal. Eggeling and I came directly out of the structural problems of abstract art, volens-nolens into the film medium. The connection to theater and literature was, completely, severed. Cubism, expressionism, dadaism, abstract art, surrealism found not only their expression in films but also a new fulfilment on a new level.

The tradition of modern art grew on a large front, logically, together with and into the film: the orchestration of motion in visual rhythms—the plastic expression of an object in motion under varying light conditions, “to create the rhythm of common objects in space and time, to present them in their plastic beauty, this seemed to me worthwhile” (Léger)—the distortion and dissection of a movement, an object or a form and its reconstruction in cinematic terms (just as the cubists dissected and rebuilt in pictorial terms)—the denaturalization of the object in any form to recreate it cinematographically with light—light with its transparency and airiness as a poetic, dramatic, constructive material—the use of the magic qualities of the film to create the original state of the dream—the complete liberation from the conventional story and its chronology in dadaist and surrealist developments in which the object is taken out of its conventional context and is put into new relationships, creating in that way a new content altogether. “The external object has broken away from its habitual environment. Its component parts had liberated themselves from the object in such a way that they could set up entirely new relationships with other elements”—André Breton (about Max Ernst).

The external object was used, as in the documentary film, as raw material, but, instead of employing it for a rational theme of social, economic, or scientific nature, it has broken away from its habitual environment and was used as material to express irrational visions. Films like Ballet Mécanique, Entr’acte, Emak Bakia, Ghosts Before Breakfast, Andalusian Dog, Diagonal Symphony, Anemic Cinema, Blood of a Poet, Dreams that Money Can Buy, and many others were not repeatable in any other medium and are essentially cinematic.

It is still too early to speak of a tradition, or of a style, comparable to those in older arts. The movement is still too young. There are, nevertheless, general traceable directions which cover a great deal of these efforts: abstract art and surrealism. Here in the United States is the work of the Whitney brothers and Francis Lee, the most characteristic of the one; the films of Curtis Harrington, Maya Deren, and Frank Stauffacher are examples of the other. There are many serious attempts but also many followers who use and abuse the sensations easily obtainable in this medium. Especially surrealism seems to offer a welcome excuse for the exhibition of a whole menu of inhibitions.

In England, France, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, experimental film groups of individual artists, mostly painters, have taken up the work begun by the avant-garde of the 1920’s. They are following the only realistic line that an artist can follow: artistic integrity. In that way, a tradition, temporarily interrupted by the stormy political events in Europe has been taken up by a young generation, here and abroad. It is obvious today that this tradition will not be eradicated again but will grow. As small or as big as this movement becomes, it has opened a new road to film as an art form and has, as such, more than mere historical significance.

The stronger and more independent the documentary and the experimental film becomes and the more the general audience has occasion to see them, the more they will adapt themselves to a screen style instead of a theater style. Only after such a transformation of the general audience has taken place, the entertainment film can and will follow. At such golden times, film entertainment and film art might become identical.



THE EXPERIMENTAL
FILM IN AMERICA
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BY JONAS MEKAS

No. 3, May–June, 1955

[The following passages constitute approximately one-half of the original article; the critical evaluation has been retained, whereas descriptive and background material has been omitted.]

THE ADOLESCENT CHARACTER OF THE
AMERICAN FILM POEM

When we take into consideration the great number of young people trying their hand at film-making today, we shall not find it surprising that the majority of film poems made at present in America suffer from the markedly adolescent character.

The most appropriate phrase to describe the greatest number of these young film poets would be, probably, a term often used in contemporary criticism, namely, “personal lyricism.” Kenneth Anger, Gregory Markopoulos, Curtis Harrington, Stanley Brakhage, Ben Moore, Burton Wilner, Robert Vickrey are mostly young men with all the characteristics of their age: adolescent frustrations, uncertainty, search for themselves, inner confusion concerning the reality of objects and ideas. The external theme of these films concerns a young frustrated man, a kind of a “young senile,” the most recent example of it being Stanley Brakhage’s The Way to Shadow Garden—a youngster tragically aware (in his eighteenth year or so) that he “can’t be one with the world” and trying desperately to escape to that other, fantasy world “where flowers burn black against a white night sky.” Escapism, unresolved frustrations, sadism and cruelty, fatalism and juvenile pessimism are the fundamental and recurrent themes of these films. Their protagonists seem to live under a strange spell. They do not appear to be part of the surrounding world, despite many naturalistic details that we find in these films. They are exalted, tormented, not related in any comprehensible way to society or place or family or any person. It is impossible to imagine these characters buying food or working in a shop or bringing up children or participating in any concrete manner in the activities of other men—they are not much more real than fictitious characters in space novels. In these films, touch with reality seems to be very feeble. Instead of a human being, we find a poetic version of a modern zombie: After all our efforts to make it alive, we find ourselves stuck with a corpse.

There is a clear similarity between the young writers and film poets of today, be it Brakhage, Maas, Hugo, or Anger. Not only in their zombie-like characters but also in the superexcess of unintelligible details that they include in their works—details that are, most probably, full of significance to the makers but, unfortunately, convey no definite meaning to the viewer. It is clear that if all these analytical details lack meaning and impact, it is because they are not animated by a well-defined purpose or motivation. The mistake of those film-makers who try to adapt James Joyce’s stream-of-consciousness methods to cinema is that they adopt no moral stand as well. And it is, unquestionably, a moral stand of universal validity that gave to the work of the great Irish writer its depth and significance. The work of Markopoulos is a particularly good example of this failure, though it also can be clearly seen in Brakhage’s films, whose work seems to be the best expression of all the virtues and sins of the American film poem today. The film poets, not unlike most of our contemporary writers, are so fascinated by their personal worlds that they do not feel a need to communicate nor give to their characters or stories a larger, more human scope. “On the one side are produced private novels,” wrote C. P. Snow recently,


. . . with a readership of approximately one, which alone is treated as Art, and on the other side popular novelists give up the struggle for any glint of truth and get read in millions at the price of surrender to the mass media, the condensations, films, television. It is arguable that such polarization is the fate of all art in an advanced technological society. If it happens, and it may happen, we shall have committed cultural suicide.



This polarization, which C. P. Snow deplores in literature is, undoubtedly, reaching its climax in the motion pictures, too. On one side, there is Hollywood; on the other side, are the experimental film-makers. The middle, the largest area, the whole human reality, sung by the poets and painted on canvas from time immemorial—as the source of all art—is lying fallow.

THE CONSPIRACY OF HOMOSEXUALITY

If the man, the most frequent protagonist of American film poems, is presented as an unreal, frustrated dreamer, the woman here is usually robbed of both her true spirituality and her unashamed carnality. She is a white-dressed, unearthly, elusive symbol flowing dreamily along seashores (or sea-bottom), through bushes and upon hills (Deren, Harrington, Markopoulos, Broughton, Hugo, and so forth).

But it is the conspiracy of homosexuality that is becoming one of the most persistent and most shocking characteristics of American film poetry today. In these films, the protagonists are consistently exposed to physical and mental assault; they are a prey to the most ingenious forms of brutality, sadism, and masochism. The perversion of sex seems to be accepted by these film poets (in their films) as a natural way of life. This is, again, in parallel with what is going on in avant-garde literature. It is described by Hilton Kramer in his essay “The Abuse of the Terrible:”


If we were to inquire into that vague personage who turns up everywhere in The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone, now and then urinating in public or otherwise exposing his genitals at unlikely moments, we could expect to be put off with the assertion that he is a symbol. Of course! That is what a symbol has come to mean to a writer like Williams: some improbable character or action, preferably pressed to an extreme of violence, without motivations or credibility, and wholly exterior to whatever thin semblance of plot is holding the work together.



Thus, in line with this general tendency, there is not much difference between Mr. Bowles’s hero driving a nail through the head of his companion and Kenneth Anger’s, Peterson’s, or Brakhage’s sadistic or masochistic scenes. The claim of Parker Tyler that this is a “neo-surrealism” doesn’t add anything to the clarification or justification of the substance of these films. For there is only a superficial and, therefore, most misleading resemblance between these films and the work of the great surrealists. The fundamental and decisive difference here is that a Rimbaud who aimed at “an intentional disordering of all the senses” derived his inspiration from a need to protest against “the accepted conventions and modes of grasping reality.” Our film poets, however, attack and destroy reality itself and not a particular way of seizing it. Thus, being incoherent in their very intention, these films necessarily remain shallow and incomprehensible. It is not important to decide here whether or not these neurotic and homosexual poems can be called art. What I want to stress is that this art of abnormality is unmotivated, unresolved and lacks a moral dimension. One has to remember Kafka, Strindberg, or Dostoyevsky’s Smerdiakov to realize what an artist can make of abnormality in a true work of art.

THE LACK OF CREATIVE INSPIRATION:
TECHNICAL CRUDITY AND THEMATIC NARROWNESS

Nevertheless, we can’t deny a certain honesty to some of these films, particularly to those made by younger film poets. Although, in most cases, they do not succeed in becoming works of art, they still bear witness to the film poet’s age, mentality, and inner state. However, even this spontaneous “self-revelation” is absent in the work of some more mature film makers. The supposed depth of Maya Deren is artificial, without the ingenious spontaneity which we find, for instance, in Brakhage’s or Anger’s work. For, if, on the one hand, the older generation lack perception and creativity proportionate to their experience, on the other hand, they also lack that youthful spontaneity that could, at least in part, compensate for their artistic impotence. Mechanical creation, without enough emotional content, results in films like Jazz of Lights, Petrified Dog, or in the intellectual formalism of Maya Deren. Or else, there is a tendency to indulge in the repetition of worn-out clichés and symbols exploited in the past either by themselves or by their predecessors. We witness an endless recurrence of such shots as walking up and down stairs, walking or running in slow motion, Greek statues, pillars, and so on.

More than that, most of these “experimental” films betray a conspicuous absence of artistic discipline, the sine qua non of any art. This, undoubtedly, could be remedied if their makers attempted to acquire a more solid technical and theoretical background, if they did not avoid frank and critical examination of one another’s work, and, last but not least, if they strove after a clearer and deeper understanding of the function and mission of the artist. There is every reason to believe that, unless such fundamental changes in the approach to film art take place, the narrowness of the thematic range, the repetitiousness of visual symbols, the generally poor photographic quality, the lack of control of the sound track and color, the looseness in construction, the overburdening with poetical commentaries and similar symptoms, will continue to characterize our experimental-film production.

But, above all, these film poets lack what makes any art valuable to humanity: a deeper insight into the human soul, emotions, experiences, as related to the whole rather than to exceptional abnormalities. The creative intuition that would give the work a higher aesthetic and ethical quality, able to catch our imagination, thought, or feelings, is nowhere to be seen. Although some of the images in these films have a certain surface beauty, they do not reveal a deeper poetical reality behind them. And, if we would look into these films for moral values, we would find, paraphrasing John W. Aldridge’s words on contemporary literature, that, if the struggle of the new film poets to make a dramatic affirmation of value could be plotted on a graph, the result would be a parabolic curve extending from the absolute zero of Maya Deren to the absolute zero of Stanley Brakhage.

CONCLUDING NOTES

The image of the contemporary American film poem and cine-plastics, as briefly presented here, is decidedly unencouraging. However, the creative possibilities of these two forms are undeniable. Although the last decade did not contribute remarkable works to film art—say, of the depth and scope of L’Age d’Or or Blood of a Poet—it has helped to establish the film poem and cineplastics as definite film forms. It is for the film-maker of today and of the coming decade to strive to give it substance, scope, and importance.

If the above notes sometimes tend to be an attack on the film-maker’s view of life or art (or lack of views, or superficiality of them), it is because I share the conviction with the leading artists of today and of the past that the content of a work of art is essential and dictates the technical and formal aspects of it. The task of a mature film-maker is, using Norman McLaren’s words at the recent American Film Assembly, to achieve creative fusion of experiment with a social approach. To improve the quality of the American film poem, experiments should be directed not so much toward new techniques but toward deeper themes, toward a more penetrating treatment of the nature and drama of the man of our epoch. At the same time the work—virtues and failures—of the contemporary film poets and cineplasts should be studied and discussed among our film-makers and film society audiences. The contemporary experimental film should not be put in a small Hall of Fame, but should be looked upon more critically as a phase of preparation leading toward a more genuine and significant film art.

[What amazes me when re-reading (in 1970) this Saint-Augustine-before-the-conversion piece, is not the complete turnabout that I have traveled since then, but the fact that the tone, the thinking, and the argumentation of my essay of fifteen years ago are still used today by all the liberal and conservative critics to put down the avant-garde film-maker of 1970.—JONAS MEKAS.]
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OF ORDET

[image: image]

A LETTER FROM
CARL TH. DREYER

No. 7, 1956

The latest issue of Film Culture brings an article by Mr. Guido Aristarco about the Venice Festival. In his article, Mr. Aristarco mentions my picture Ordet understandingly and in detail. However, his concluding remarks are, “Nevertheless, it is disconcerting to find Dreyer, in this atomic age synthesized by Einstein’s equations, rejecting science for the miracles of religion.”

I am fortunate in that I can prove Mr. Aristarco wrong. As early as September 1954, when the film had not yet been completed, I was interviewed by the Danish State Radio, and, on that occasion, had the following to say.

Questioned about when I first had arrived at the idea of filming Ordet I replied:


It happened one evening twenty-two years ago, when I witnessed the first performance of Ordet at the Betty Nansen Theater. I was deeply moved by the play and overwhelmed by the audacity with which Kaj Munk presented the problems in relation to each other. I could not but admire the perfect ease with which the author put forth his paradoxical thoughts. When I left the theater, I felt convinced that the play had wonderful possibilities as a film.



When next questioned about when the manuscript had been written, I answered verbatim:


It did not happen until nearly twenty years later. Then I saw Kaj Munk’s ideas in a different light, for so much had happened in the meantime. The new science that followed Einstein’s theory of relativity had supplied that outside the three-dimensional world which we can grasp with our senses, there is a fourth dimension—the dimension of time—as well as a fifth dimension—the dimension of the psychic that proves that it is possible to live events that have not yet happened. New perspectives are opened up that make one realize an intimate connection between exact science and intuitive religion. The new science brings us toward a more intimate understanding of the divine power and is even beginning to give us a natural explanation to things of the supernatural. The Johannes figure of Kaj Munk’s can now be seen from another angle. Kaj Munk felt this already, in 1925 when he wrote his play, and intimated that the mad Johannes may have been closer to God than the Christians surrounding him.



As will be seen from the above, I have not rejected modern science for the miracle of religion. On the contrary, Kaj Munk’s play assumed new and added significance for me, because the paradoxical thoughts and ideas expressed in the play have been proved by recent psychic research, represented by pioneers like Rhine, Ouspensky, Dunne, Aldous Huxley, and so forth, whose theories, in the simplest manner, explained the seemingly inexplicable happenings of the play and established a natural cohesion behind the supernatural occurrences that are found in the film.



CITIZEN KANE:
THE AMERICAN
BAROQUE
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BY ANDREW SARRIS

No. 9, 1956

The recent revival of Citizen Kane has not elicited the kind of reappraisal the occasion demands. It is too easy to dismiss Kane as a great film with the smug confidence that everything that is to be said about it has already been said. If nothing else, the fifteen years that have elapsed since its initial release should provide a new perspective. The fact that Citizen Kane still seems to be ahead of its time is as much an indictment of contemporary film-making as it is a vindication of the classic quality of its art. Stripped of its personal and topical sensationalism, the film has risen above the capricious attacks leveled against it fifteen years ago.

A great deal of the hostility aroused by Kane back in 1941 was directed at its youthful creator, Orson Welles. Many of his enemies have since been appeased by the simple fact that Welles has joined the mortal herd by getting fifteen years older. Others have come to admire his dogged professionalism in the face of disastrously inadequate financing and even personal injury as demonstrated by his recent performance of Lear from a wheelchair. Yet, though tempered by adversity and voluntary exile, the spectacular Welles personality still obscures the more substantial aspects of his genius.

On a less personal level, Citizen Kane disappointed many who were caught up in the portentous political atmosphere of 1941. Advance publicity had prepared many liberals for a savage political attack on William Randolph Hearst, one of the most prominent enemies of the New Deal. The Grapes of Wrath and The Great Dictator, both released in 1940, had made their stands at the barricades. Welles, himself, had recently mounted an anti-Fascist interpretation of Julius Caesar on the New York stage. The boycott of Welles and Citizen Kane by all Hearst publications further heightened the suspense of an impending collision between the enfant terrible of the left and the grand old man of the right.

When Kane finally appeared, it failed to justify all the ideological anticipation. Charles Foster Kane was not William Randolph Hearst in any “significant” sense. Welles and Herman J. Mankiewicz had merely borrowed biographical details, some virtually libelous, to fashion an intricate screen-play that posed a psychological mystery without advancing any cause.

After subtracting the criticism of the Welles personality and the criticism of the lack of ideology, all that is left and all that is relevant is the criticism of Citizen Kane as a work of art. To believe, as some do, that Citizen Kane is the great American film, it is necessary to produce an interpretation that answers some of the more serious objections to this film.

Citizen Kane has peculiar claims to greatness in that its distinctive merits are related to its alleged flaws. Adverse criticism of Kane is based mainly on three propositions: (1) Its narrative structure is unduly complicated; (2) its technique calls attention to itself; (3) its intellectual content is superficial.

If any one of these propositions is fully accepted, Kane falls far short of greatness. At first glance, all three points have some validity. The narrative zigzags and backtracks to its conclusion. The technique dazzles the eye and ear. No profound ideas are explicitly developed. A closer examination of the film, however, reveals an inner consistency of theme, structure, and technique. The implications of this consistency are crucial to any effective analysis of what Citizen Kane is really about.

Within the maze of its own aesthetic, Kane develops two interesting themes: the debasement of the private personality of the public figure and the crushing weight of materialism. Taken together, these two themes comprise the bitter irony of an American success story that ends in futile nostalgia, loneliness, and death. The fact that the personal theme is developed verbally while the materialistic theme is developed visually creates a distinctive stylistic counterpoint. Against this counterpoint, the themes unfold within the structure of a mystery story.

Charles Foster Kane dies in a lonely castle. His last word is “Rosebud.” Who or what is “Rosebud?” This is the mystery of Citizen Kane. The detective is a reporter for a news service which produces March of Time-like newsreels. The suspects are all the persons and objects Kane encountered in his cluttered life. The clues are planted in the film on three occasions, but, unlike the conventional-mystery key, “Rosebud” is the answer to a man’s life rather than his death. And since the intangible meanings of life end in the mystery of death, “Rosebud” is not the final solution but only the symbolic summation.

“Rosebud” is the means through which the past history of Charles Foster Kane is penetrated by the reporter-detective and the omniscient camera. Time is thrown back and brought forward in the four major movements of the film, the flashback-recollections of, respectively, Kane’s banker-guardian, his business manager, his best friend, and his second wife. Each major flashback begins at a later point in time than its predecessor, but each flashback overlaps with at least one of the others so that the same event or period is seen from two or three points of view.

There is a fifth flashback—a newsreel of Kane’s public career—which establishes the identity of Charles Foster Kane for the first time in the film. There is no transition between the opening scene of a man dying in a lonely castle with “Rosebud” on his lips and the startling appearance of the unframed newsreel. This is the first shock effect in Citizen Kane, and it has received undeserved abuse as a spectacularly devious method of narration. What has been generally overlooked is the great economy of this device in establishing the biographical premises of the film, without resorting to traditional montages of public reactions and telescoped historical events in the major movements of the story.

By isolating the newsreel from the main body of his film, Welles frees his flashbacks from the constricting demands of exposition, enabling his main characters to provide insights on the external outlines of the Kane biography. After the newsreel, the transitions are worked out very carefully through the logical movements of the reporter-detective. This shadowy, though thoroughly professional character links the present to the past in an interlocking jigsaw puzzle with one elusive piece—“Rosebud”—appearing only at the very end in the reporter’s absence since his services are no longer needed.

The newsreel accomplishes more than a skeletal public biography of Charles Foster Kane. On a narrative level, it introduces Mr. Thatcher, Kane’s banker-guardian, whose memoirs will provide the first personal flashback of Kane’s life and the first significant clue to “Rosebud.” The newsreel also produces a paradox that previsions the nonpolitical quality of the film. While Thatcher is telling a committee that Kane is a Communist, a speaker in Union Square attacks Kane as a Fascist. The elderly Kane tells newsreel audiences that he is and always has been an American. This is the first indication that Kane is not really committed to any cause but Kane.

The newsreel fades out; a sudden establishing shot picks up a darkened projection room. The first of the many disembodied voices in the film calls out from the darkness, and the shadow plot of Citizen Kane begins. A group of cynical newsmen discuss ways of pepping up the newsreel. The reporter is sent out to find the secret of “Rosebud.” The semicolloquial dialogue is driven forth with relentless persistence from every direction. There is nothing profound or witty about any of it, but it moves quickly and economically.

The reporter begins his search, and the major movements of Citizen Kane begin. Through a hard, wide-angle lens, the reporter enters a cavernous museum, a dingy nightclub, a solidly upholstered office, a drab hospital ward, the gloomy mansion of Charles Foster Kane. The reporter’s world is functional, institutional: an aging, weathered gateway to the life and time of Charles Foster Kane.

The sixth and last flashback of Citizen Kane offers the final clue to “Rosebud” and brings the reporter’s quest to its unsuccessful conclusion. Interestingly enough, the three clues to “Rosebud” appear at times when Kane is being treated most remotely—in the cryptic death-scene in the beginning, in the unfriendly memoirs of his banker-guardian, and in the final flashback narration of a cynical butler. The narrations of his closest acquaintances yield no clues to the symbolic truth of his life. This is the ultimate confirmation of Kane’s spiritual loneliness, and it is upon this loneliness that the mystery structure of the film is based.

The mystery of “Rosebud” is solved in a memorable manner. The reporter and his entourage have departed from the Kane castle. As the cynical butler is directing the disposal of Kane’s “junk” into the furnace, a workman picks up a sled in routine haste and dumps it into the flames. The camera closes in on the surface of the sled and the name “Rosebud” as the letters are dissolving in liquid fire. The audience is given the solution with the added knowledge that no one living on the screen will ever know the secret of “Rosebud.”

This solution has been attacked as a trick ending unworthy of its theme. Yet without this particular resolution, the film would remain a jumbled jigsaw puzzle. The burning sled is apt not only as a symbolic summation but also as a symbolic revelation. The reporter, the butler, the workman, the friends, the enemies, the acquaintances of Kane never discover “Rosebud” because it is lost amid the “junk” of Kane’s materialistic existence.

Kane’s tragedy lies in the inability of the props of experience to compensate for the bare emotional stage of his human relationships. Charles Foster Kane collected valuable treasures from all over the world, but his last thoughts were of a sled he used as a boy, before great wealth came into his life. At one point in the film, he tells his banker-guardian that he might have been a great man if he had not been so wealthy. “Rosebud” became the focal point of his nostalgia for a different turning point in his life. Kane’s view of his own life is deterministic, and Kane’s image throughout the film is remarkably consistent with this sense of determinism.

The apparent intellectual superficiality of Citizen Kane can be traced to the shallow quality of Kane himself. Even when Kane is seen as a crusading journalist battling for the lower classes, overtones of stiff self-idolatry mar his actions. His clever ironies are more those of the exhibitionist than the crusader. His best friend—a detached observer functioning as a sublimated conscience—remarks to the reporter that Kane never gave anything away: “He left you a tip.” His second wife complained that Kane never gave her anything that was part of him, only material possessions that he might give a dog. His business adviser and life-long admirer expressed the other side of Kane’s personality, when he observed that Kane wanted something more than money.

In each case, Kane’s character is described in materialistic terms. What Kane wanted—love, emotional loyalty, the unspoiled world of his boyhood symbolized by “Rosebud”—he was unable to provide to those about him or buy for himself. It is, therefore, fitting that the story of Kane should begin with his lonely death and conclude with the immolation of his life symbol.

The technique of Welles and his photographer, Gregg Toland, justifies the narrative structure. Apparently outrageous effects fall into place once the pattern of the film is discernible. Kane opens on a solid wire fence with a sign reading “No Trespassing.” The camera moves up on a painted castle against a background of dark, brooding clouds. The same shots are repeated in reverse at the very end of the film. This initial and concluding clash of realism and expressionism flanks one of the most stylistically varied of all films.

The opening shots have been attacked as pretentious and the closing shots as anticlimactic. Yet, in a subtle way, the beginning and end of Citizen Kane suggest its theme. The intense material reality of the fence dissolves into the fantastic unreality of the castle and, in the end, the mystic pretension of the castle dissolves into the mundane substance of the fence. Matter has come full circle from its original quality to the grotesque baroque of its excess.

As each flashback unfolds, the visual scenario of Citizen Kane orchestrates the dialogue. A universe of ceilings dwarfs Kane’s personal stature. He becomes the prisoner of his possessions, the ornament of his furnishings, the fiscal instrument of his collections. His booming voice is muffled by walls, carpets, furniture, hallways, stairs, and vast recesses of useless space.

Toland’s camera setups are designed to frame characters in the oblique angles of light and shadow created by their artificial environment. There are no luminous close-ups in which faces are detached from their backgrounds. When characters move across rooms, the floors and ceilings move with them, altering the points of reference but never transcending them. This technique draws attention to itself both because it is so unusual and because it tends to dehumanize characters by reducing them to fixed ornaments in a shifting architecture.

Sound montage is used intensively within the flashbacks to denote the interval of time within two related scenes. A character will begin a sentence and complete it weeks, months, or years later in a different location. On occasion, one character will begin the sentence, and another will complete it in the same manner. This device results in a constriction of time and an elimination of transitional periods of rest and calm. Aside from the aesthetic dividends of pacing and highlighting, Kane’s sound montage reinforces the unnatural tension of the central character’s driving, joyless ambition. In all respects, Kane’s technique is a reflection and projection of the inhuman quality of its protagonist.

One brilliant use of sound montage that has generally been ignored as a piece of aural gargoyle is the piercing scream of a parakeet that precedes the last appearance of Kane in the film. One flashback and several scenes previously, Kane and his second wife are arguing in a tent surrounded by hundreds of Kane’s picnic guests. A shrill scream punctuates the argument with a persistent, sensual rhythm. It is clear that some sexual outrage is being committed. When the parakeet screams at the appearance of Kane, the sound linkage in tone but not in time further dehumanizes Kane’s environment. In the baroque world that he has created, Kane is isolated from even the most dubious form of humanity.

Kane’s lack of humanity is consistently represented in the performance of Orson Welles, who alters the contours of Kane’s rigidity from youth to old age. As a young man, Kane is peculiarly joyless. A gala occasion is recalled in which Kane threw a party for his new writers hired away from a competing newspaper. A group of chorus girls come on the scene. Kane is thrown in their midst and begins cutting up. The scene is heavy with Kane’s studied posturing as the life of the party.

The acting in Kane emerges as an elaborate arabesque of interrupted conversations, harsh dissonances, and awkward physical confrontations. Kane’s world, peopled by Mercury Players, is tuned to the egocentric performance of Welles. Joseph Cotten, Everett Sloane, and Dorothy Comingore, as Kane’s best friend, business adviser, and second wife, respectively, and the main narrators of the film, achieve a strident rapport with the demanding presence of Welles. The intense pitch of the acting charges each line of dialogue with unexpected meanings. The manner of expression often alters the verbal content toward a new level of self-conscious cynicism. In this, the acting evokes the intentional hypocrisy of the few protestations of principle that appear in the script.

Toward the end of his life, Kane reacts to the desertion of his second wife by wrecking the furniture in her room. Again, his violent actions are rigidly controlled by a chilling self-awareness. As he is completing his unduly methodical havoc, he comes upon a crystal paperweight in which a minute snow storm beats down on a miniature cottage. He speaks the name of “Rosebud” and walks past an array of guests across the path of endless mirrors and endless reflections of his image—mere repetitions of his ego without magnification. This is the final arithmetic of Kane’s life, the last material accounting of his greatness.

Citizen Kane presents an intense vision of American life, distorting and amplifying its materialistic elements at the expense of human potentialities. The implied absence of free will in the development of Kane’s character is thematically consistent with the moral climate of his environment. Kane’s magnitude, unchecked by limiting principles or rooted traditions, becomes the cause of his spiritual ruin. Kane emerges as an extension of the nouveau-riche American seeking a living culture in the dead relics of the past. Striving desperately to transcend his material worth, Kane is victimized by the power his wealth possesses to alter the moral quality of his actions. In the end, everything has been bought and paid for, but nothing has been felt.



IN MEMORIAM OF
DIMITRI KIRSANOV,
A NEGLECTED
MASTER
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BY WALTER S. MICHEL

No. 15, December, 1957

I

A great artist and man is gone. Almost unknown in this country and forgotten in Europe, Dimitri Kirsanov was a poet who chose the cinema as his medium of expression and gave us, with Ménilmontant, Brumes d’Automne and Rapt, three of the most beautiful and intelligent films in the history of the cinema. He is neglected, partly because his films are poetry and do not fit the usual categories, partly because only one of them is easily accessible.

An admirer of his Ménilmontant, the only one of his films I had had an opportunity to see, I contacted Kirsanov in Paris two years ago. Incredulous that anyone should be interested in his films, he agreed to a meeting with Lotte Eisner and myself. This was followed by another and, later, by a screening of some of his recent short films. It was soon evident that here was a man of modesty, simplicity, and integrity. He seemed young and energetic. He talked of making a film in Spain, if plans, for once, worked out. News of his death came as a shock.

Kirsanov had come to Paris in 1919 and studied the cello at the Conservatory, acting as a stage extra and playing in an orchestra at night. His realization that “le cinéma est un langage” (quotations throughout this article are his own words) was sparked about 1921 by the Swedish film La Montre Brisée. During the next two or three years, he made his first two films: L’Ironie du Destin (1922–23), of which no copy exists, and Ménilmontant (1924), circulated by the Museum of Modern Art, New York. “Knowing nothing” about the technique of film-making, he hired an old cameraman Leonce Crouen, then out of a job. Crouen shot only the beginning of Ménilmontant, “everything which is in two dimensions.” Then Kirsanov “took the camera off the tripod” and “shot the rest” himself.

On Ménilmontant, as he was always to do, Kirsanov worked alone. He stated definitely that he had not been in contact with either the French “avant-garde” or the Russian émigrés, with both of whom he is often associated. “Isolated then as now,” making his elaborate dissolves and montages in the camera itself, he invented for Ménilmontant independently most of the techniques which were being developed at the same time or, later, by others better financed and more publicized.

Ménilmontant was followed, in 1926, by Brumes d’Automne (“put together according to musical formulae”), shown recently at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, and, in 1933, by Rapt based on the novel La Séparation des Races by C. F. Ramuz, also fortunately extant.

Ménilmontant and Brumes d’Automne had been brilliant, original, and mature, “independent” works. Rapt, one of the finest of all sound films, was the extension of these achievements into a full-length feature production with sound. One would think that, with the release of such a film, a rich career would have been opened to its creator. On the contrary, in the twenty-four years between Rapt and his death early this year, Kirsanov never again had the opportunity of directing a major film with any appreciable freedom. Thus has the cinema, stepchild of the arts, treated its masters ever since Greed.

Of the films he did make during these years—most of them short, low-budget productions—he showed me the three he liked best: Arrière Saison, Mort d’un Cerf and Deux Amis. These fairly recent films increase one’s astonishment at the neglect of this fine artist, for all are accomplished and important and could be an inspiration to independent film-makers; but they are neither shown at festivals nor circulated by archives.

Of the other films he made during this period, he was highly critical. Quartier sans Soleil (1939) he called “very uneven, but interesting in parts”; three small musical films, which came next, “gentil, pas plus”; Franco du Port, “a gangster film, vulgar.” The last was a partly commercial film as were the two following: Faits Divers à Paris and Morte Moisson (1949), both made with some government assistance and containing some interesting scenes that, it appears, he was permitted to write himself. Also included in his criticism was the early Sables (1926), which he condemned unsparingly as “mauvais, puérile, stupide, joli” and considers not his own film (“an imbecile wrote the story”).

One feature-length film directed by Kirsanov after Rapt was Le Crâneur, a well-made thriller released in 1955. Stating that this was his first really commercial film, “made with cold reason, calculated for commercial success,” he would not allow that there was anything good about it. When I pointed out a part I had liked, he shrugged it off, quite impatiently, with a “c’est facile.”

So ended the career of a great master.

In these conversations, Mlle. Eisner and I were the ones to be upset by the extent of his neglect. He himself was clearly no longer concerned—if he ever had been—with questions of recognition. All his thinking and energy seemed directed only toward the one end: creation. I think he would have gone anywhere on earth to make a film.

II

It is impossible to assess the achievement of Dimitri Kirsanov unless the use of the film medium as a poetic vehicle is properly appreciated. All extraneous considerations, those of sociological, political, or slice-of-life variety, must be forgotten. Kirsanov’s films can be understood only in terms of themes and counterthemes, built up visually by artifice, that is, by nonnaturalistic means, using image, design, and metaphor. The camera, with all its possibilities and limitations, is supreme, but it is exploited only in so far as the adumbrations of the theme require and permit. The “story” is of the simplest nature, usually banal, a framework merely, but one that accommodates itself to the conception presented.

A study of Kirsanov’s work from such a nonnarrative point of view is scheduled for future publication. In the present article, only a few introductory remarks on each of his most important films can be given.

Ménilmontant already exhibits in full maturity Kirsanov’s ability as a photographer and editor. Cuts range in length from one frame (violence scenes) to over 600 frames (pan down from hotel window to dark door, where the camera stops while the couple enters; pan back up to window, now lighted, where the camera stops briefly; pan down again to door, where the camera stops while a newcomer arrives); motion within the frame may be so fast that it is blurred (violence scenes), or it may be completely still (successive stills while Sibirskaia sees the dead body of her father); lighting traverses the full range from dazzling to black; the camera may be stationary, or it may veer on top of a bus or swing over cobblestones.

But, always, the technique complements the image and mood. Always, theme and execution are matched. Nothing is “experimental” or recherché or “avant-garde.” Kirsanov gives us a perfect rendering of poetic themes in a visual medium.

This is seen in its most obvious form in Brumes d’Automne, a film of a single mood conveyed through shots of rain and mist, through reflections in pools of the saturated earth, and by the measured stateliness of movement. Distorted autumn landscapes anticipate many of the gratuitous flourishes of later “experimental” film-makers, but here they are poetically justified as seen through the tears of Nadia Sibirskaia.

One of the most brilliant of cameramen and directors, Kirsanov is also one of the few film-makers who used sound creatively. This is clear from Rapt, with its triple counterpoint of music, and visual and stylized natural sound. The techniques used in this film are described in the articles by Honegger and Hoerée in Revue Musicale, December, 1934 (still some of the best writing on the subject of sound in film). A treatment of disorder and violence, Rapt has an abduction from an Alpine village and the consequent feud as its setting. It is characteristic of Kirsanov’s method that the whole development is already summarized in the first few shots: In a tranquil setting with two men beside a stream, all in long shots, one of the men suddenly beats the water, splashing the other and disturbing the pastoral music. Playfulness supersedes stillness, in preparation for violence. The very last impression of the film is also reinforced by sound: the braying laughter of the village idiot over chords of music swelling to the finale. Rapt is a film of such magnificence that it must be classed as one of the three or four best sound films made. It would be flawless, but for the unaccountable intrusion in a few places of that affliction of the sound film, an excess of dialogue.

The same criticism may also be made of Deux Amis, based on the story by Maupassant. Though a fine achievement in acting and atmosphere, this is essentially a dialogue film.

Arrière Saison and Mort d’un Cerf are a return to the perfect collaboration between sound and image found in Rapt, only on the lesser scale necessitated by the more modest means then at the disposal of the director.

In Arrière Saison (1952), a woman leaves the lonely, boring life with her husband, a woodcutter, but returns on the following day. The mood is reminiscent of Brumes d’Automme. The sound track consists entirely of music, except for one brief interval: When the woman returns, the music is cut off abruptly and we hear the axes and shouts of the woodcutters in the distance. As she enters the house, the music resumes.

Mort d’un Cerf, a commissioned film, transforms the conventional events of a stag hunt into satire by witty use of cutting, sound, and silence. Some impressions of old prints of deer hunting lend a measure almost of elegance to the proceedings in the early scenes, although the arrival of the hunters by car is ominous. The ending shows the pack and hunters in full pursuit, accompanied by a crescendo of the music and hunting horns. Suddenly and abruptly, the music is cut off: The stag is seen standing still, surrounded by yelping dogs. In thudding anticlimax, the stag, standing thus at bay, is felled by rifle shots. The music resumes, the hunting horns building up to a great victory shout. Ladies munch sandwiches; the hunt is over.

While most of Kirsanov’s films are at present extremely difficult of access, they could easily be made available to all those interested. One may hope that this opportunity will not be lost and that, as the finest tribute to a great director, his major oeuvre will be restored to circulation.



A PREFACE TO THE
PROBLEMS OF THE
EXPERIMENTAL FILM
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BY PARKER TYLER

No. 17, February, 1958

The history of the Experimental (Avant-garde or Poetic) Film is a curious one that even possesses its Hollywood phase, when professional works with serious, as opposed to commercial, ideas decided, on their own and on very small budgets, to do imaginative work that used the camera the way a poet uses his pen: as an instrument of invention; it is significant that these professional workers were typically camera specialists, for the first step in visualizing the Experimental Film as a distinct reality is to conceive the proper role of the camera as a visual medium.

In the big industrial studios, the camera—now as large as a public monument—is a sort of gargantuan fetish, a Frankenstein’s monster that can swallow and reproject vast panoramic spaces as on the new grandeur screens. So it is a fitting symbol of commerce. The Experimental camera is not at all like that, being as personal as a hunting rifle when compared to the collectiveness of a cannon on a battleship. If, in the art of painting, the brush is traditionally the indispensable instrument of work, in the art of film, this instrument is the camera. The commercial industry regards the camera only as a carry-all, an ingenious baggage compartment into which an art is stuffed and then purveyed in “magic reels” to be unloaded in theaters. Actually, the camera contains as many secrets of “significant form” as does a pencil, a brush, or, for that matter, the spout used by modern painters who pour their forms on canvas.

A standard technical book on the film by Raymond Spottiswoode is called A Grammar of the Film. Can one imagine a book called A Grammar of Poetry or of Sculpture or, even, Playwriting? No, one speaks of an “art,” or, at the most rudimentary, a “craft,” of the established aesthetic domains, as with Percy Lubbock’s The Craft of Fiction. The “grammar!” This means the art is—and so it is here—in the kindergarten stage. Therefore, Jean Cocteau’s kindly, paternally valid advice to a young film-maker who would take his art seriously is to equip himself with a small camera, go out into the world, and improvise. In view of all the factors enmeshed with the film craft, this ABC advice is very sound.

When one scrutinizes the basic craft of communicating meanings to the film medium—as opposed to just photographing, in the journalistic or subdocumentary sense—one sees that it is a problem held in some degree in common with all the arts to be classified as visual, with poetry in so far as it deals directly with images and, of course, with painting. As a total theatrical art, where the film combines with music and spoken dialogue, the auditory and literary enter the scheme; one deals with a theatrical spectacle of a given and complex kind. The movies, at this point in their artistic history, are all too much a synthetic art of an “easy,” commercial type. To believe, however, that the film, at its mere appearance, automatically contributed an independent aesthetic dimension to the arts would be to believe that telegraphy as such contributed something independent to literature, or photography something independent to painting. It is true that we can conceive “telegraphic” literature and “photographic” painting: literally translated Oriental ideograms are a virtual telegraphese. But literature and painting, respectively, absorbed the technical innovations of the ideogramatic phrase and the instantaneously reproduced optical register of the photograph. When we deal with the film as such, we can see that, from the start, it has partially constituted a simple pictorial documentarism, a kinetic visual journalism and a kinetic visual science. But, in this regard, journalism and education have simply absorbed new techniques of expression, new channels of communication; no new dimension has sensibly been added thereby to a visual art. It remained for the aesthetic instinct animating all the arts to make the ultimate filmic contribution.
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