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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


10/40/70


For Nicholas Rombes, every film is an oracle. In 10/40/70, he proposes a new method of divination: stop the film at arbitrary points, and give a careful account of what you see. The result may be an intense formal analysis, or a new appreciation of narrative subtleties, or a kind of emotional weather report, or a dense train of subjective memories and associations. But in every case, Rombes uncovers unsuspected depths, and show us cinema in a strange new light.


Steven Shaviro, author of Post Cinematic Affect and Doom Patrols


With his 10/40/70 essays, Nicholas Rombes breaks the habitual cycles of film criticism, forcing himself to approach familiar films from odd angles. He delegates to chance the task of selecting a film’s defining images, and the results are a series of revealing observations about movies caught unawares; often, he finds new points of entry to films we all think we know inside out. 10/40/70 can find a film’s vulnerable spots, those moments we rarely notice, whose significance we only gather in freeze-framed close readings. Sometimes the images are well known fragments of the iconic scenes that comprise our shared film culture, but more frequently, they are the unsung or incidental pieces that hold a film together, unassuming but always ripe for re-examination. By bringing into focus these triptychs of framegrabs, Rombes finds fresh perspectives on well-known movies, and demonstrates that there may be riches buried in their every frame if we compel ourselves to look.


Dan North, author of Performing Illusions: Cinema, Special Effects and the Virtual Actor


Rombes dives into the self-imposed constraints of his critical project with both feet, and the result is an innovative splash. Arguing that “digital desire” predated digital cinema, this experiment in film writing pushes readers to re-frame our critical practices and to embrace new cinematic experiences and interpretive acts. We need more books like this.


Julia Leyda, Sophia University, Japan
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Preface


Plagues of Meaning




As for ideas, everyone has them. What counts is the poetic singularity of the analysis.


-Jean Baudrillard





In 1931, around the time that Stalin expressed concern that Sergei Eisenstein, the Soviet director and theorist, had deserted the Soviet Union during his prolonged absence in Mexico and the United States, Eisenstein’s essay “A Dialectic Approach to Film” was published. “In cinema,” Eisenstein wrote, “the material concreteness of the image within the frame presents – as an element – the greatest difficulty in manipulation.”1 Since that time, as the cinematic frame has become unanchored from its embodiment in nitrate, acetate, and polyester film stock. This is not a nostalgic lament for embodied cinema. Rather it is a question: is it possible, now that films are embodied primarily on mobile screens, to detect in their frames traces of something that was always there, and yet always hidden from view? Having become too abstract to conjure, film as a digital code has also become, paradoxically, more present than ever. It exists everywhere and nowhere. It is always. Today, film never dies.


And neither do we. It has become evermore difficult to escape ourselves; we are reflected and reproduced everywhere, our intentions and desires mirrored across the interwebs, in targeted ads, the ubiquity of ourselves reaching an ever higher-pitched madness. The interpretation of moving images—on television, in the theater—was once the province of mystery. Elusive, these images were, prior to the advent of the VCR, tricky to capture. In Barthes’ 1970 essay “The Third Meaning: Research Notes on Some Eisenstein Stills” the grainy, reproduced images from Ivan the Terrible and Battleship Potemkin have an aura that could be said to constitute a fourth meaning: the mystery of the appearance of the film stills on the printed page. By what process did it arrive there? How did Barthes freeze the film long enough to decide which frames to capture? By what process did they make their way from the screen to the page? If the “inarticulable third meaning” lies in the “inside of the fragment” of the film still which is taken from the film as a whole, then the fourth meaning lies in the mechanics of the still’s reproduction on the page or, today, on the mobile screen.


It could be said that the relentless demystification of the world today—whether it be through the Large Hadron Collider or WikiLeaks or the sequencing of the genetic code—is simply an accelerated version of what we have always done: attempt to know and control ourselves and our environment. In the realm of cinema studies, even the culture industry pessimists must admit that films today come with a ready-made demystification apparatus. This is partly because, as Robert Ray argues so elegantly in A Certain Tendency of the Hollywood Cinema, audiences themselves have adopted a generally ironic stance towards films for many reasons, but especially because the migration of movies from theatre screens to television in the 1960s (and then to mobile screens in the decades since) has eroded their mythic aura. But this demystification also depends on the ability of even the most technically handicapped users to capture video and film frames, a process which began with VHS-era home viewing technologies and migrated subsequently to DVD and then various web-based video on demand platforms. If part of the aura of film was its fleetingness, the impossible-to-stop movement of images across the screen, the ways in which the audience remembered and mis-remembered certain moments, and the general availability of film which meant that, if you missed seeing it on the big screen then you might never have the opportunity to see it, then this aura has vanished.


Films—like us—are everywhere today, existing across screens of all sizes in different versions, copied and re-copied and so manipulated by users that our fingerprints are all over them. For film theory, the consequences seem liberating, as the proliferation of the cinematic image makes it possible for critique to find its ways into even the most commodity oriented corners of the Web. And yet the easy ability to select—with will and intent and the force of an interpretive idea—images and scenes from films to weave together arguments about what or how they mean comes with a loss, the loss of risk, of chaos, of the sort of randomness that makes it possible for the argument to choose us rather the other way around. In “Against Interpretation,” Susan Sontag argued that the “aim of all commentary on art now should be to make works of art.”2 And of constraint, imposed from within, what can be said? Oulipo did it. The Dogme 95 movement did it. “Fragments are the only form I trust,” says the narrator of Donald Barthelme’s story “See the Moon?” In freeing ourselves from our own creative and interpretive tensions, we are inevitably bound more deeply to them. What Claude Levi-Strauss called “the deep structure” of myth is present in the naming of the myth itself. The breaking of the world into fragments and minutes and binary codes may be, at some level, an impossible, beautiful, failed effort to make it whole again. The minutes 10, 40, and 70—selected with little forethought and yet with an eye toward the beginning, middle, and end of a film—also correspond to ages in life: the ten-, forty-, and seventy-years old.


Plagues of meaning. And, blossoming in the rough, overlapping buffer zones between the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, an attempted antidote in the form of realism itself, and from the most unexpected of places, the digital, which throughout the 1980s and 90s had been associated with a break from the real, the real of analog and its supposed warmth and humanness. Can we lay responsibility for the resurrection of reality at the doorstep of digital cinema? In what might be the supreme irony, it turns out that the re-emergence of realism in the cinema can be traced directly to a technological form that seems to represent a final break with the real. For doesn’t the digital – in its very process of capturing reality – break with the old photographic process upon which classical cinema was built? Doesn’t the digital remove us even deeper from the real world?


It would seem so. And yet, despite the fact that digital technologies are used in the service of ever-greater special effects and fantasies that twist reality into impossible escapades, there is an alternative tendency to use digital video cameras not to transform the raw material of reality into some elaborate special effect, but rather to depict it more humbly. In a sense, this new aesthetics – evident in early twenty-first century movies shot with digital cameras, such as Ten (Abbas Kiarostami, 2002), Russian Ark (Aleksandr Sokurov, 2002), Tape (Richard Linklater, 2001) and Time Code (Mike Figgis, 2000) – rely on a species of strict formalism (the long take, the divided frame, etc.) that remind us that reality is the most experimental form of all.


To claim that digital video cinema returns us to the real we must acknowledge the paradox that the technologies of digital cinema – as opposed to analogue – are often discussed in terms of how they in fact remove us further from reality, and even from humanness. John Bailey, a cinematographer who has worked on both celluloid and DV films (including The Anniversary Party [Alan Cumming and Jennifer Jason Leigh, 2001]) has talked about the “hyper-realistic, artificial look”3 of digital video as opposed to celluloid. DV cameras, unlike analogue cameras, convert the captured image to zeros and ones, compress it, and save it as a digital file. “A digital system,” notes Peter Edwards, “is one in which data is represented as a series of periodic pulses. The initial data source …is regularly sampled and converted into numerical values.”4 If anything, digital cinema seems to offer the specter of the unreal. Jean-Pierre Geuens has written that digital cinema is characterized by a “deep distrust of the everyday world, the sense that the ‘real stuff’ is no longer good enough to do the job that is now envisioned for the cinema.”5


And yet: Russian Ark constitutes an elaborate 96-minute long take through the Hermitage Museum. Time Code is a series of four separate 97 minute long takes simultaneously shown in four quadrants. Ten is entirely shot (without the director present) from digital cameras mounted on the dashboard of a car as it is driven through the streets of Tehran. Tape takes place entirely in one hotel room. In a sense, the special effect that links these digital films together is reality itself; they are considered experimental or avant-garde simply because they lack the jump-cut, speed ramp, freeze frame, CGI aesthetics that now inform mass cultural media forms ranging from television commercials, to music videos, to video games, to television shows, to mainstream movies.


In Don DeLillo’s novel The Body Artist, the main character Lauren is transfixed by a real-time rendering of a country road in Finland that she watches on the computer: “It was interesting to her because it was happening now…It was compelling to her, real enough to withstand the circumstance of nothing going on.”6 In a sense, this long take on reality – a real-time streaming of reality that could conceivably last indefinitely – is an extension of the Lumière brothers’ films. Where the unedited one-takes of the Lumières’ lasted just over one minute, today’s long takes can last hours.


In fact, it is these very constraints on the deformation of reality that constitute today’s cinematic avant-garde. It is ironic that the Dogme 95 movement – the Danish film movement inaugurated by directors Lars von Trier and Thomas Vinterberg that aimed in part to purge cinema of its excesses – was (and still is in many quarters) considered a “stunt” precisely because it aimed to strip away special effects and liberate film from illusion by creating severe rules. Although the Dogme 95 “Vow of Chastity” is well-known and disseminated, a few of its ten rules bear repeating:


1. Shooting must be done on location. Props and sets must not be brought in (if a particular prop is necessary for the story, a location must be chosen where the prop is to be found).


2. The sound must never be produced apart from the images, or vice versa. (Music must not be used unless it occurs where the scene is being shot.)


5. Optical work and filters are forbidden.


7. Temporal and geographical alienation are forbidden. (That is to say that the film takes place here and now.)


The general tendency of the Dogme 95 movement and the DV cinema in general has been to return cinematic representation to the realm of the real, for in the stripping away of elaborate post-production techniques, Dogme 95 and similar movements have refocused attention on the anarchy of reality. The new ascendance of André Bazin – the French film theorist who provided sometimes poetic defenses of neorealism and whose work at Cahiers du Cinéma helped lay the groundwork for the French New Wave – thus does not signal a conservative backlash against deconstruction so much as renewed appreciation of his acknowledgement of reality’s radical possibilities.


But is it possible to talk about the real today without being accused of a sort of retrograde orthodoxy, a naive or unreflective reversion to Bazin? It is possible, because Bazin has been “corrected” by decades of post-humanist theory that has told us what was always already obvious: that reality itself is an apparatus further deconstructed by cinema. It is only against this legacy of deformation that it becomes clear why the return to realism in digital cinema is called experimental or avant-garde. While watching Hero (Zhang Yimou, 2002), my son leaned over to me during a shot of an immense crowd of thousands of people and asked me a question that I myself wanted to ask: Are those people real? Perhaps ten or twenty years ago, we would have been amazed to learn that the crowd was a special effect. Today we are amazed to learn that the crowd was, in fact, real. It is reality that astounds us.


Paradoxically, in an age when Sergei Eisenstein’s dialectic montage has become the dominant mode of advertising and a tool of media industry, Bazin seems more radical than ever. And Bazin himself recognized that the realism in cinema that he so valued was, in fact, the product of artifice:


But realism in art can only be achieved in one way – through artifice. Every form of aesthetic must necessarily choose between what is worth preserving and what should be discarded, and what should not even be considered. But when this aesthetic aims in essence at creating the illusion of reality, as does cinema, this choice sets up a fundamental contradiction which is at once unacceptable and necessary: necessary because art can only exist when such a choice is made. Without it, supposing total cinema was here and now technically possible, we would go back purely to reality.7


What Bazin describes here – virtual reality before there was such a phrase – constitutes the terminal aesthetics of digital cinema, whose end point is nothing short of total cinema, of complete representation. Third millennium-era films that call into question the boundaries between perception, memory, and reality – such as eXistenZ (David Cronenberg, 1999), Being John Malkovich (Spike Jonze, 1999), Mulholland Drive (David Lynch, 2001), Memento (Christopher Nolan, 2000), Adaptation (Spike Jonze, 2002), and Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (Michel Gondry, 2004) – are not so much postmodern parlor tricks as stopgap measures against total cinema, reminders of the processes by which reality is constructed.


For while it would seem that digital cinema and non-linear editing software is an apparatus that favors a rapid cutting, montage aesthetics (as in Run Lola Run), digital cinema – with its long takes and experiments with simply letting reality edit itself – is haunted by a sort of Bazinian neo-realism. That the choreographed unfolding of reality in digital long-take films such as Time Code, Russian Ark, and Ten is considered a stunt or an experiment only serves to show how deeply montage and rapid editing have become the dominant visual grammar of our lives. Part of the critical backlash against Stanley Kubrick at the end of his career had less to do with the supposedly old-fashioned humanist moralism of Eyes Wide Shut (1999) than its slow, languid, long-take aesthetics, an aesthetics that seemed quaint if not reactionary in light of Pi (Darren Aronofsky, 1998) The Blair Witch Project (Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sanchez, 1999) and others. Indeed, it was even reported at the time that Janet Maslin lost her job as film critic at the New York Times in part for her praiseworthy review of Eyes Wide Shut. Maslin’s apparent mistake in not faulting the film for its lack of irony was compounded by a more subtle problem: the film – with its Kubreckian long takes and languid pacing – did not conform to the rapid-cutting, montage aesthetics of the time. The primary sin of Eyes Wide Shut lay in its style.


Is it not ironic then that the re-emergence of the long take is so closely tied to digital cinema, a form that is usually associated with fast-paced cutting and MTV pacing? As Manovich and others have noted, the deep storage capabilities of digital allow for a shot duration (i.e., an entire movie, like Russian Ark, can last one take) that was simply not possible previously. Hitchcock’s Rope (1948) – shot in nine takes lasting eight to nine minutes each, the amount of film in the camera’s magazine – illustrates the limits of the long take in the classical era. But it also reminds us that a digital desire has been present in cinema all along, and that it is only against the context of a historical cinematic style (montage) rooted in technical constraints (camera magazines could only hold so much film) that today’s digital long takes seem avant-garde. For perhaps human perception itself is a long take, a lifespan unfolding in real time, punctuated by cuts and fade-outs that take the form of blinking and sleeping and forgetting.


Far from taking us further away from the real, today’s long-take digital cinema takes us ever deeper into natural time. The fact that we persist in calling this cinema “experimental” reminds us of the near-total triumph of montage, and the dream of fractured time from which we are now beckoned to awake.


Those nostalgic for the golden age of celluloid must recognize in digital cinema the revenge of the real upon classical cinematic practices that mutilated reality. If yesterday’s avant-garde constituted a murderous gesture against the real, today’s avant-garde resurrects the anarchy of the real and the triumph of total cinema.


Inside the fragment. At its heart, that’s what the 10/40/70 project is an attempt to do: go inside the fragment of the film image, burrowing deep in pathways suggested by the image itself. The frozen moving image is, in a sense, the ultimate long take, lasting as long as our eyes can remain open uninterrupted by the blink. Blink three times: 10, 40, 70.
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