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Abstract' 
", 

This thesis uses the concept of the Other, drawn 

from Lacanian psychoanalysis, as well as recent French 
1 

semiotic~ av.d discourse theory ta cri ûcally analyse 
the avant-gar4e cinema. It discusses the concept of 

the Other and i ts psychoanalytic background and shows 
" . .) 

how i t can be used to descr~be. that aga~nst ,.,hich the 

ayant-garde cinema defines itself aqd without which 

the avant- garde cinema could not exil)t as i t does. 

This _leads te a considera t!on of the avant---garde cin,;ma. 
as a ca tegory existing only by virtue of i ts Other and 

which can therefore not withstand the press~re of cri

:tical inquixY. The thesis finally suggests that the 
_~atCi!gory of the avant-garde dl'lema be replaced by the 

notions of signifying practice, configuration of signi-. 
fiers,~and ùiscursive formation a~ these are elaborated 
in recent work and discuss~d in the thesis. 

1, 

" 1 

j 

" 

./---

'. 

u • 

,i!t: _ 

.. ----... --~----,-~ ...... ~-~~ .... " '::i ::--;"':",'---...,.. ...... -----,-..------.... , ... , ---------. ' -

,f 

" 



~J 

ft 
~. 

" 
1 , 

r, 

ï 

,~ 

t. 
\, 

j 

.J 

_~_ ~ __ .. T .... 1. ,,~ _____ ; ____ _ 

Résumé 

/ 
'Le présent mémoi re se veut une ana,lyse cri-tique 
., ~\ t • ~ 

du Cl..nema d' avant-garde. Il s' J.nspl..re du concept de 
la psychana~yse lacanienne de l'Autre ainsi que de ~a 

. sémiotique et de la théorie du discours modernes issues 

de- France. Le concept ~e l'Autre est discuté dans son 
champ psychanalytique afin de figurer une instance 

èontre laquelle le cinéma d'avant-garde se définit et 

sans 
nous 
donc 

1aql;lelle ce cinéma ne saurai t exister tel que /. . , .. , 
1e connaJ. ssons . Le cJ.nema d' avant-garde s· avere 
un~ catégorie entièrement dépendante de son Autre 

et dOnc incapable de rési,ster à i' analyse cri tique. 

fa catégorie du cin~ma d'avant-~arde serait.donc avan
tag~ùsement remplacée par les concepts de 'pratique 
signifiante, de configurati-;'n de signifiants et de forma

tion diseursi ve tels que les 'élaborent des ouvrages 
récents et que les discute le 'mémoire. 
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l want to advise the reader who may' he hoping for. 
or dreading, another psychoanalytio account of film, 

that l have not written a the~is- on psychoanalysis. It 

does draw upon sorne elements of psychoanalysis--n6tably 

the concepts of the;.other, the I~aginat1', the Symbolic, 
, '1 

and, the subject--bu-b the role of psychoana~ysis is rnost-

J.y limi ted ta an -atiftude of reading and questioning. 

The ro1e of psychoan~lysis, 6pecifically of Freudian 

and Lacanian analysis, has been growi~g ;in film theory 

over the past few yea'rs and ccmsti tûtes \ what l consider 

to_ be one of the rnost frui tfUl areas of research. It 

is no11 without its limitations, however, and l have in
dicated something of these limitations 'in the 'final sec

tion. 

l should refer to the difficulty of sorne of the 

concepts and of sorne of -'the language. This difficUl ty 
.-/ 

has three sources: 1) the génuine cornplexi ty of sorne of 
, " 

the rnaterial; 21 our unfamiliarity wlth the material; 

and 3) the specificity of the thesis itself which is 

neither about psychoanalysis nor abOut the 'avant-garde 

cinema in themsel ves. It i5 rather about the way in 

which the concept of the Other can he used to shed light 

upon the concept of the avant-garde' cinema. It i5 about 

the relationship betwèen the two.... This is somewhat akiri 
1 

to discu5sing a reflection while being forbidden to men-

tion the·mirror. As for the language, it is the language. 

Of the field, and ~it is really no more d!fficult than any 
, " 

other specialised vocabulary. l have a ttempted to malte' 

it as clear as possible but know.l sball not have suc

ceeded in àccomrt\Odating all possible readers ~ , 

Finally, l wish ta eXpress my ,sincerest thanks to 

my thesis êlâvisor, Dr. David Crawley, whO acted as my 

\ Otha'r while l ~as writ~ng, ar:»-d ta my sister, Julie' 

Attallah, who helped me-vith typing and meeting deadlines. 

v 

____________ M;.\a ... ~ ....... _"_ • 

\.-



t 
f 

• 

INTRODUCTION 
/ 

Tc enter the field of the avant-garde cine to 

enter a domain wherein many fundamental ,issues h ve not 

yet been defined, iet alone resalved. This is t~ 
\ 

effe'bt partly of the current state of \ film theory in i ' 
general, and partly of the avant-gardets specifici y 

vi thi n tha t theory. 

Film theory ia only now em~rging from a relative! 

long period dominated Dy the writings of Balazs, A ef 
. ... h ,. t 1 _--- Baz~n, Laffay, E~senstel.n, Morl.n, Co en-Seat, \8 .c. . 

~ ~ 

This era ls ending and h~S been mad~ unstable due to 
"the \emergence of Marxism, semiology and structuralism 

into the field of film stUdY."~ There is a certain "cri
sis" in the field of film theory ",hi'èh can he further 

attested by the number of journals and magazines devoted 
: • t 

ta film and film theory, and their frequently'contradic-

tory·positions and presuppositions, the upsurge af in

terest in non-mainstream feminist and avant-garde film, 

and recent work on film history and his€oriography.3 

AlI tlle domains of film theory are coming under cl oser 
o 

epistemological scrutlny. ~here is no single hegemanic 

paradigm of inquiry. .ere are, rather, several imper

fectly articulated pleces of methodbl.ogy •. This rneans 

that long-held, more or less tradi tional vi~ws on ~eal
ism, genre criticlsm, the auteur theory, the role of 

HOllywood studios, etc., are all being cri~cally re

examined as their epistemolog!.cal presupposi tlomr are 

being thrown into q1,lestion. .. 
. 'TI:ùs thesis is an attempt to deal wi t.h the avant

garde cinema from a semiotic and psychoanalytic pers

pective. Neither semiotics nor psychoanal.Ys.i:s vas de

veloped with the! stUdy of film in mÎnd though bath have 

had frui tful encounters vi th i t., The semiotlcs upon 

~hich this thesis draws was developed primar11y in,re

cent French literary criticism. Its most outstanding ., 

.. 
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eJèponent vas ROland B rthes. ,Th~ most interesting and :J 
producti ve of his bOO • for the purposes of this thesis, 

is ~ (1970). Frepch literary criticism is the .meetin ' 

g;-ound for Many divers practices (psychoanalysis, 

~rxism. materialist linguistics, epistemological de

construction), and the way in which i t raises questions 

informa this thesis. 'The psychoanalysi's in question is 

that of Jacques Lacan. Lacan' s re-reading t)f Freud has 

been excellently discussed by Anika Lemaire in her book, 
Jacques Lacan (1970). and much of the material on Lacan 

is drawn from her. Both the semiotics of French li terai-y 
criticism-and the psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan are 

centrall.y concerned vi th the acti vi ty of the signifier. 

or the process of sig,nification. The insights of bath " __ .. : , 
have been brought together and disqussed in an extremely 
usefuÎ manne'r by Rosalind . Cowa rd 'and J,Qhn Ellis in tbeir 

.. ' 
book. Language -and Haterialisma Developments in the 

SemOlo9Y and the Theory of the Sub ject (1977). Film 

itself has been envisaged as a ~ignifying practice par

ticularly /s.l:dted to the insights of semiotics and psy

choanalysis. This conceptuali~ation of film bas been 

principally'brought about by the work of Raymol1d Bellour, 

Thierry Kuntzel, Stephen Heath, and of Screen and of 

Cahiers du cinéma. 4 The ~ain exponent of the psycho

analytic/semiotic apPrOach to film has been, however. 

Christian Metz, and bis work, especiallY Le signifiant 

,. 
\ 

1 • , 

imaginaire (1975), deeply informa this thesis. ~·.I 

The work of Metz and others provides tbe basis for 

a reconceptualisation of cinema, and of avant-garde 

cinema. _ It has ,se~ the nece!!sity of constructing a 
theOry o'f the subject~ dèrived largely from Lacan, and 
of seeing film-making and film-viewing as two comple

mentary insU tutions.. This bas further allowed film to 

be discussed as a signifying,practice inscribed within 

various discursive formations. 

The avant-garde cinema can then also be viewed as .. 

2 
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a signifying practice. As such. iJ~s had ~o contend 
w~th other s~gnifying rilmic p~acti ~s, and to define,\ 
i tself ih conjunction wi th or in si tion to them. 
Principally, however, the avant~g rde cinema defined 
i tself in oppasi tion to the domfn nt practice of H01ly-_ 
wood. ( It can be said therefore t at HOllyY90d is the 
Other of the avant-garde. The co cept of the Other is 
derived from the writings Gf Jacq 
the Other designates a number of 
as primordial Oth~rJ the Father, a 
unconscious, as discourse of thê 
t~ally, it is taken here to Mean 

es Lacan. For him, 
hings 1 ;the Mother, 

symbo c OtherJ the 

not the self but without which the self 

begin to reali~e its own existence. 
Other has been -given sorne' extension in 
notably in the work of Jean-pierre Oud 
Dayan and Rothman •. Oudart-attempts ta 

'Essen
ance which is 

concept of the 
ilm theory 

also by 
the- -

place of the Other in the narrative film as an "Absent 
One,·t that is to say as aR off-screen look which de
termines how things are to be seen before the eye of the 
spectator cornes to ,look at them. Dayan and Rothman 

discuss it principallY in terms of the cutting of. clas
sical narrative cinema. For Dayan, the Other governs 
the cutting of classic~l narrative cinema as it both 
binds the intradiegetic lôoks of the characters to each 
otheriand the look of the spectator to the flow of ima
ges. Rothman rejects that view on the grounds that it ----merely reproduces the logic of cutting for the two-shot 
without adding any new information 

This thesis shows the incidence of the Other on 
the avant-gardel how the avant-garde oonstrÜcts an 

. -- , 

image of its Other and how the Other insinuates itself 
into the dlscourse of the avant-garde. The first two 

.J " , . 
part~ introduce and dipcuss the concepts of signifying 
practice and of the Other, and show their relation to 
film. The tlûrd ia bath ~ demonstration of the relation 

.J 
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J_ ... _____ • 

j 

.~ 



j 

• 

' ... -- -

of these concepts to the avant~garde cinema and a po

lemical discussion of problems wi thln the avant-garde. 
To understand then just how this thesis situates 

itself within the field of film study, it is best to 
begin 'wi th a working through of the semiotic and 'bther 
positions which constitute the metbodological and epis-

.temological bases of this thesis. 
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Notes 

l " / ' 

regards this era o~ film study, Christian Metz 

tlII y a là tout~ une époque de réflenon sur ' 

qui trouve son aboqt1ssernent et sa synthèse 

dans l'imposante Esthétique et psychologie du cinéma de 

Jean Mitry (1963-65). 

Epoque qui ne sauratt,à présent se prolo~ger sans 
, , 

dommage. El1~ tirait sa justification et sa raison 

d'être (sa relatIve et réelle fécondité, aussi) de ce 
que le ,cinéma ,étai t un fait tout neuf et encore éton

nant: ü des li vres enti~rs 'se consacraié-nt à commenter' 

s~ seule existence sans autre précision de point de vue. 

Le cinéma, aujourd' hui • • ". est cependant entré dans 
les,moeurs: il ne suffit plus de s·étonner de lui 

-~-----'::"'-----eomme d'une merveille "à-l',ét~t '-è~mergence, il-faut 

commencer à le comprendre dans ses divers aspects, et 

! .' , 

o 

pour'cela se faire quelque idée des différents points 

de vue sous lesquels on peut en aporder l' étude. Il 

~ Ch:i s ti an Metz, LSngage et ci néma / 2nd ed. (Pari SI Edï

tions Albatros~ 1977), p. 6. 

2 steve Neale, "The Re-appéarance of "Movie," 

Screen, 16.- No. 3' (1975), 112. 
3 - i 

See, Cinema Journal, Nb. 14 (1974- 75); Charles 

Al tman, "Toward~ a Hi~toriograPhY of American Film," 
o 

Cinema J'ournal, No. 17' ( 1977) J Geral.d Mast, "Fi 'lm His-
-"-

tory; and Film Histories, ft Quarterly Review of Film 

Studioes, l, No. 3 (1976)'; Edward ~uscomlie, .tA New 

Approaçh to ~ilm Hi~toiy, "/The 1977 Film Studies Annuala .) 0 

, , 

Part TwoJ Edward Buscombe.' "Introductionr Metahistory 

of Film," Fi~m Reader-, No. \4 51979); Robert C. Allen, 

<;J "Film Historyl The Narrow Discourse. tt The 1971-Film 

:~ltudie~ Annuala Part TwO.. ! 
, ~ For 'representa"t~ve ~Ples of work by"'each of . 

these;' see Raymond Bel10llr1 "Le blocage symboliquê, ft 
CommuniQations, No., 23'-(1975); Thierryi, KuntZel, ffLe 

• 
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~ravail du film. 2,· Co~eations, No. 23 (1975), 
stephen Heath, "Narrative Space," Screen, No. 3 (1916). 

5 See, Jean-pierre Oudart, "Cin~ and 'Suture,· 

and stephen Heath, "Notes On S~ture," Seteen 18, No. 4 
(.1971/78) J Damâl Dayan, "The TUtor-Code of Class,ieal 
cinema," and william Rotbman, "The System of the Suture." 

," , In Movies and Kethods. Ed. Bill Nicbols (Berkeley and IJ 

Loa Angeles 1 U:niversity of california Press, 1976). 
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PART l 

semioticB 

Ferdinand ~e Sa~sBure is usually credited with 
having been the first ta propose a science of signal 

J 

~ semiolagy. In an oft-quoted passage from the, ,Course in 
r 

General Linguistics, his students record mm as having 
sqid, 

~ science ~ studies ~ ~ 2f. signs with":,,, 
!!! society is cancei vable; i t would be part 

of social psychol~gy and consequen~ly of 
general psycholOgy; l shall call it semiology 

, 
(from Greek semeîon 'sign'). Semiology wo ld 

s~ow what éonstitutes signs, 

them. Since the science does n?t yet exist, 
no one can say what i t woUld be; but i t has a 

.. right ta existence, a 'place staked out i~ ad-
'Î-

vance. Linguistics is only a part of the 

general science of semiology,; the laws dis

covered Py semiology will be applicable ta 

lingufstics, and the latter will circumscribe 

'"a wéll-defined area within the mass of anthra
nn,logical facts. 1 . ~~ CI 

Whatever obje~tions the use of "scien:~" and the easy 
passagE!, from "social" to "general psychology" May raise 
naWadays,2 Saussure's work was crucial ta the establish

ment of modern linguistics. In the course pf his re

search, he was led to distinguish "langue" from "parole" 

as the social aspect of language versus its individual 
use ("Language • • • fs the soci~l ~ide of speech, 

outside the individual who can never create nor modify 

it bl bimselfJ it ,exists only by virtue of a sart of 
contract signed by the members of a communi ty. " ) ,3 and 

7 
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the signi'fied from the signifier as ~he meaning to be 

expressed versus that which "expres:èes" or "represents" 

it. Such distinctions, however u~efûl, nonetheless 
," 

brough~ in their wake certain difficulties which affect-• J ., 

ed not only linguistics but alliof semiology. 

EssentiallY, the two distinctions, langue/parole 

and signifier/signified, assume thre~ presuppositions 

which will piave ta be untenable: 1) a transcendant ego 

inasmuch as opposed to the social institution of lan

guage iS'posited the possibilityÎÔf its individual, 

creative use ("SpeaJdng ••. is individual. It ls 

wilful and intellectual.") J 
4 

2) that as ft representati ves" 

of natural, pre-given meanings, signifiers only repre

sent or stand in for, and in no way constitute those 

meanings; 3) that sign systems are closed and self-con-
, 

tai~ed inasmuch as the play of "signifie~s and signi-
fieds caught in a system of difference which provides 

the very possibili ty of their being understood''----ciispen

ses wi th the need ,pf" looking outside t.he system for 
. '.·5-

~hel.r meamng. , ; 

As Saussure had pointed out, aIl meaning is defined 
[l,' 

wi tron a system opposi tianally and through a play of l!, ----

differencel 

in -language there are only differences yi th

out pas! ti ve terms. 6 

This understanding of meaning originallY made i t qui te 

easy to study individual sign systems such as chess, , 
table manners, clothÎng, as though they were indepèl1-

dent of each other and especiallY of language, that is 
to say as though' th~y conta!ned,the truth of their own 
meaning wi thin themsel ves • Yet, even as early as "The 

Rhetoric of the Image", (1964), Ba.r;thes had been able ta 

sayl 
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----it is not very accurate to talk of a civili-
. zation of the image - we are still, and more 

than ever,. a civiliza'tion of writing, writing 
and speech continuing to be the full terms of 
the infor~ational ~tructure.7 

Barthes thereby underlined the fact that various'sign 
systems were not autonomous and that they depended 

"cruciallY upon language for their intelligibility, not 
only as a relay of their meaning,' but, vitally, to 
found the~r very system of difference •••• "8 

This belief in the autonomy of the various sign 
systems vas i tself, however 1 dependent upon the theory 
of meaning exemplified in the Saussurian signifier/sig
nifi'ed relationship. ... ,. 

For Saussure, a~d class~cal se~ology, the rela-
tionship between the signifier and the sign!fietl, though 

• " II •• 
arb~trary or unmot~vated, was nonetheless soc~alLy f~xed. 
T~s means that though the "idea of "sister'· is not 
linked by any inner relationship to the succession of 

d - hi' h it' 'f' .. 9 , soun s • • ,'w c serves as s s~gn~ ~er, • '; ~t 
1 

has nonetheless been agreed by social convention (lta 

sort of contract signed byuthe memb~rs of a community") 
that the same succession of sounds, i.e., the same sig

nifier, shoula always have·the sarne meaning, i.e., the 
" 

same signified. The third term, the referent, WOUld he 

the real object in the empirical world. 
Such a conception, however, instrumentalises lan

guage and reduces the signifier to a function of nominal
'ism. It means, in short, tpat there are natural mean-

, ' 

'ings lying latent in the empirical world waiting only 
to be expressed by a signifier. That meaning should he 

latent in the empirical world woUld therefore imply the~ 

existence of a l~vel of natural, pre-given, pre-si gni f y

ing meaning. This was the theory of rneaning helt! ta by 
.. Barthes at the time of Mythologies (1957), and it is ,~ 

~:; 
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reproduced in the denotation/connot~tion dichotomy. 
This dichot.omy would have i t that there exists a' Ievel 
of "true," denoted meaning to which are added, other, 
connoted meanings./ The function of seJnÎology WOuld 
therefore be to peel back the connotations in order to 

'arrive at the truth, at the denotation. This reduces 
/the possible mUltiplicity of meaning to the effect of 

pathOI?gy or of ideology and has the effect of fir,m;y 
establishing ideology as "faise consciousness, If a cloud 
of ideas hovering over the reai relations of society and 
obscuring our view of them. 

The denotation/connotation dichotomy further only 
reproduces the farrn/content dichotomy with form occupy
ing the posi tion of connotation and c~ntent occupying 
the position of denotation. This approach splits any 
text between what it says and how i t says it, as though 
the how were not somehow constitutive of the wha~, as - ,-
though the content COUld' he emptied of i ts forro, and 
the text returned its basic denotative stat~ment in, 
order t9 arrive at 

Classical sëmiol 
caught up in a subjec 

"trl.!th • " 
y can therefore he seen to ~ 

Vobject dichotomy. If the func-
tion of semiology is to uncover truth, then semiology 

1 

assumes the position of the subject and the meaning it 
seeks assumes the position of the object. This cons ti-

1 

tutes the sèmialogist, or the speaker in language, as a 

transcendent, i:llready fully-consti tuted subject, capable 
of performing operations upon the objecte The object 
doe~ not affect the subject and the nature of the sub
j~ct·s operations in no way affects the objéct. 

This then is the domain of what Coward and E'llis 
calI zt "bourgeois semiology" producing "a semiology that 
is ~ tself innocent, describing systems that seem te;; he 

hermetically sealed. _ • _,,10 Ta posit a naturaf mean-

ing, with the conse9uent fixity and auto~omy of nominal
ist 8i9O ~yst~ms and the necessary transcendence of a." 

10 
1 
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knowing sUbject, obviouslY engages certain notions of 
"history, signification, ideology, and the social forma-

t< 

tian, vhich are irreconcilablY at odds vith a material!st 
semiotics. As JUlia Kristeva has stated the situa~ionl 

, The theory Of meaning now stands at the cross
roadsJ either it will remain an attempt at 
forma~ising meaning systems by increasing 
sophistication of the logico-mathem~tical tools 
wh1ch ennable it to formulate models on the 

_ b 

hasis Of a conception (already rather outdated) 
of meaning as the act of a transcendental ego, 
cut off from its body, its unconséious and 
also its history; or else it will attune it
self ta the theory of the speaking subject ~~ 
a divided subject (cQnscious/unconscious) and 
go on to attempt to spécify the types of opera
tion characteristic Of the tw6 sides of this 
~plitl thereby exposing them t~ ~hose forces 

-----extraneous to the logic of the systematicJ 
exposing them, that is ta say. on the one 
hand, to bio-physiological processes (them
se~ves already-lnescapably part of the signi
fying processes; what Freud cal~s 'drives'), 

" and, on the other band, to social constraints 
(familY structure, modes of production, etc.)11 

lt would appear, therefore, that either we can hold 
1 

to the theory of the transcendental subject with all the 
questions. i ~ poses (How doe~ the sub ject acqui re, Us 
transcendence? 
of the sUbject 

How can one 'account for the variations 
at different historical/social periods? 

1 

How can one account for the fact that different trans-
cendent sUbjects find~' different . "truths" in the sarne , , 

text? etc.), or we càn attempt ta undeistand the,social 
prOduction of meaning and of subjects for those meanings. 

1 

Il 
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This shift has. been marked in ~emiotics12 itself by the 

passage, in simplified terms4 from the study of lan~ue 
to the study of parole. Saussure had defined langue as 
the proper object of study of linguistics, and by ex
t~nsion Of" seRdology. He wanted to study the social 
institutiqn rather th an the individual variations. As 
such, he wanted to study the énoncé (the enouncedJ the 
statement; that which has been stated) rather than the 
énonciation (the enunciation; the utterance, the act 
of stating). As we have seen, however, these very dis-

'/ tinctions ~re caught up in a nUlllber of idealist/posi ti
vist dichotomies which, whatever their' effects in the 
field of linguistics, are untenable for semiotics. 13 

Rather tha;n take meaning as give~~ semiotics 'Ilttempts 
to understand how meaning is constructed, how li t pre-.... 
sents itself as natural, and how subjects are con~truct-
ed for and by those meanings. 

There are here, then, two main areas of investiga~ 
tion which go band in hand. There is the construction 
of meaning and the construction of the subj~ct. Semio
tics has therefore drawn upon both psychoanalysis and 
historical materialism to further its researcha 

fl 
1 

r 
J., . -

Psychoanalysis shows how the positions of the 
subject that are necessary for predication 

," .... -
are constructed in the interaction of soma tic 
dri~~ and the contra~tory outside of so
ciality. It sho~ bow the accession to 

v' 

language is the crucial moment in the forma
tion of this stibject who is able ta partici

pate, Pn the social processes of./exchange, 
communication and reprOduction. Marxism 
demonstrates how the positionality of exchange 
is a necessary f'xity (a 'contractual rela
tion t t wi thin a' acia! process formed by the 
articulation of conoRdc, political and ideo-

~12 
, , 

\ 

-', 
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... 
logical practices. Furthermore. ideological 
practice shows that.this positionality is 
,produced for a sUbject within a mode of pro
duction. This fixing of positions for the 
subject can be seen as part of the process 
analysed in psy;hoanalysis. 14 

So the social and the individual exist 'in a relation
ship of mutual reference, each calling upon or leading 

1 __ 

into the 'other. It ls also important to specify' that 
the psychoanalysis in question is pr~cisely La~an's re
reading of Freud: 

p . 
The importance of Lacanian theo~'for film 
lies preciselY in the emphasis which he places 
on Jlanguagè; that is, on a system of signifi
cation, as the true,route fpr the elaboration 
of Freud's ideas on trye construction of the 
individual in sociality and on"~.,.-~ f?lace of 
the unconscious. Such emp~~:~~!!) because it 
indicates the construeti()'n:

d 

of the subject in 
! { 

language ~n relation ta ~he heterogeneous 
'outside'. has allowed the demonstration of 
the prOduction of the s~bject in language in 
~ ~ay that shows bow t~t place, is constructed , 
from which'self and otpers are viewed~ and 
provides therefore a way Of ,analysing the re- -

J 

lation of the subjectIto the images.by which 
i t represents reali ty~ It thus pro~des a 
vay of thinking abouti the work of ideology in 
fixing images and Pl~ces of viewing, and aiso 

, 
a way ta make precis~ how ideology 

vi th ~e pa~ti cular }ietermi nacy of 
bolic s~stem itselfj15 

~, ! 
y , , 

13 

articula tes 
the sym-
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This then has entailed~ and rests upon, a reoon-\ 
ceptualisation of basic saus~urian concepts. It ia use
ful for -us to examine three iri~erdependent reconceptua
lisationsr the'signifier/signi~ied relationship, the 
~otion of sign system, and the notion of stable meaning. 

1 / 

In the classic Saussurian, or semiological schema. 
signifier and signified are complementary ("The two ,,\ 

• 
elements are intimatelY united, and each recalls the 
other ... }1.6 like the Ittwo si des of a sheet of paper .. .!' 

The o~ represents or stands f~r the other.' Both are 
equally important and stand in a symetrical relationship. , 
If, however, ve reject this position and recogn,tse, as 
Stephen Heath states, thatr 

J 

'Reality' • • • needs to he understood not as 
• an absolute and immutable given but as a pro-
duction within which representation will de-

, l ,1 

pen~pon (and, dialectically, contribute to) 
what the French Marxist philoso~her Louis 

• • l , 

Al thusser has desc!,~bed as • practical 1deolo-
gy', a complex formation of montages of no
tions, representations, images and modes of 
action, gestures, attitudes, the whole en
semble functioning as practical,norms which 

'govern the concrete stance of ~en in relation 
ta the objeots and problems off their soçi~l 
~nd individual existence; iq shor~, t~ lived 
relation of men to their world •• 01: 

then ve must recognise the primacy of the signifier in 
the-eonstitution of that reality, of its sï~fieds. 
There ia no transparency of the signifier to the em
pirical world, no 'inatural" vay of doing or of signify-

.... ing anything. There ie no easy passage from the signi
fier to the signified. The work of semiotics must 

-.. ' 

therefor,~ a WOrk upon the signifie,~1 a work upon the 

.. , 14 

,. 
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1 vay in which, in historicallY and socially detekadnate 
si tuations, i t produces meanings and s,~bjects for-t.hose 
meanlngs. Hence,' th~ title of what could arguably be 

called Metz's most important work, The Imaginary Signi
fier, insists precisely upon the necessity of investiga
ting the "cinematic signifier" and the way in which, in 
late capitalism, it opera tes bath to produce films and 
to produce spectators for those films. 

~ereas the notion of sign system involves a'cer
tain fixity of meaning, a stabilisation.of meaning such 
that··it is alway's given in a systematised form to. the 
transcendent subject,'the pr!macy of the signifier ra
dically challenges the very possibilïty of the consti
tution of anY'such system, of any s\abilisation of mean
ing. To the notion of sign system has therefore been 
substituted the notion of signifying practièe. 

'"The notio.n of signifying practice recàgnises the 
potehtial infinity Df meaning which fOllQws as a con
sequence of the recognition of the primacy of the signi-, . 
fier. :rt substi tutes to the., Saussurian, "sociallY fixe<i" 
signifierjsignified relationship, another re1ationship 
which has been "formaliaed 1;>y Saussure and taken up again 

S' . 
by Lacap as fOllowsl s.0 The large S stands for the 
signifier, the small s for the signified, and the bar 

.J 

between the two designates "9 separation which excludes 
â priori any possibility of seeing a term for ~~~m e-

,l'. 1 

quivalence between the signifying yhain and the floTi of 
h • .. 18. h h . ni- f" t e sl.gmfl.eds •••• ,. It 1S as t oug S1g J.ers 
a~d signifieds constituted twÔ/vast, shiftlng, and quite 

·separate realms whÏch only come together at specific 
points. The meanings therefore are as variable and 
shifting as the signifiers and the signifieds. The ~ 

~ determination of any one meaning rather than another ia 

dependent upon the specifie configuration o! ,ignifiersJ 

"the signified is only established by th~ different \ 
combination of the signifiers •••• ,,19 The'~ea1m of 

./ 

15 ' 
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signifiers is the "signifying chain." it is the primacy 
of the signifier in its activity, it 19 that which the 
signifying practice attempts to master. A signifying 
practice is, therefore, a historicallY and socially 
determinate way of stabilising the relationship between 
signifier and signified. O~viously, the manner in which 
that relationshÏp is stabilised will depend upon a,vast ,,_ 
~rray of factors whièh we could call the mode of prOduc
tion. As Marx saidl 

.J • 

We have seen that the capitalist 'process of 
prOduction is a historicallY determined form" 
of the social process of prOduction in general. 
The latter is as much a prOduction process of 
material conditions of human life as a process 

.J , 

taking place under specifie historical and 
economic 'production relations; producing and 
reproducing these prOduction relations them
selves, and thereby also the bearers of this 
process, their material conditîons of exist
ence and their mutual relations. i.e. their' 

l ," 20 
particular socio-econornic forme 

signifyin~ practice, in the'general sense. is that 
which stabilises prOduction and reproduction 1 

Signifying practice 
ture overlaid, as a 
mode of production. 

" - sig~fying practice 

••• is not a'superstruc
reflection, on a given 
In any mode of prOduction, 

is that through'whÏch the 
mode bf prOduction signifies its stabilisa-

I 

tion and its (s~lf) expenditure - the condi-
tion of its renewal • •• "Signifying prac
tice and mode of production", therefore, does 
not at'all imply an initial separation of the 
two which bas then to be reconc!led,' but an 

16 
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intrinsic belonging of a mode ,of sign-produc
tion'to the mode of production of'the socio
economic ensemble. 21 

A specific·signifying practice i81 
1 . 

the process of production of\ a system of 
meanings • • • What is invol ved ls working "', 
on the system of signification ta produce a 
certain meaningt to do·this entails working 
on the subject and its representations to 
produce it in place of support for those 
meanings. The production of a certain meaning 
from a system of signs necessitates bath the 
identity of the speaking subject in sociality 
and the position of the subject in ideologi
cal representations, as those developments in 
psychoanalysis that we are interested in have 
shawn. 22, 

Any practice within society which-produces meanings 
for someone is a signifying practice, and film·is one 
such signifying practice. In this perspective. signify
ing practice can be seen as a way of fixing or binding 
the productivity of the signifying' chain. A brief re
examina tian of the denotation/connotation dichotomy 
will show this to be the case. The tttrue" or deno~ed 
meaning occurs as a résult of the arbitrary fixing of 
the chain of signifiers. As Barthes points outt 

la dé~Ptation n'est pas le premier des sens, 
~ais elle feint'de l'êtr~J 'sous cette illusi
on, elle n'est final~ment que la dernière des 
connotations (celle qui semble à la fois 
fonder et clore la lecture), le mythe supéri
eur grâce auquel le texte feint de retourner 

17 
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à la nature du langage, au ~angage comme na-
"ture. 23 ~ 

The fixing of the chain of signifiers i8 as much a 
function of the reading of the text as i t is of the 
wri ting or prodl,lctian of the text.. As regards the shOrt. 
st.ary by Balzac, Sarrasine, which Barthes analyses in 

, 
S/z, one must recognise that for the modern reader ta 
disCQver t.he "sarne" meaning as Balzac intended (assuming, 

\ 

fçr the purposes of this demonstration, that Balzac as 
author is transparent to bis text, and tbat he wasF aware 
of bis ideolo~ical choices), requires a work of reading, 
a deliberate attempt ta Itre"'-discover the very meaning 

~ , 

which had necessarily to he posi ted as existing. Such 
a work of reading is caught up' in the psy<?hologism which 
maintains that t~e author is equivalent or transparent ... 
to the text, and that the~author had the same motivations 
or desires (notably the desire to insert into the text 

, a meaning similar ta the sort of meaning that a modern 
reader would want to find) as the reader of the texte 
The operation consists essential1y in ascribing to the , 
past the mdsrècognition of the present. This merely 
underlines, howeyer,- that reading and writing are also 
bath historicallY determinate practices, and that just 
as one could wri te a history of li terature, one could 
also write a history of writing, or a history ~ reading. 

Any signifying practice is a1so carried out-bY or 
wit.hin (i .e., in opposj,tion to) an institution. The 
process of the fi~ng and binding of rneanings within 
complex and contradlctory social formations is an ideo-
-logical procesa as i t must produce the sarne meanings, 
the sarne coherence, across social contradictions. Ideo
logy ia a process carried out by ~institutionS. As 
Coward and Ellis state the ma~ter: 

'. 

Ideological representations fix the category 

18 
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of sUbject as a closure, aj structur~1 limit: 

The subject is constituted of" and in. cont.ra

diction, but sociality necess!tates ,~at ther~ 
should he a sUbject:. in order that any predi- , .. 

cation, and therefore, communication..- can t.ake 
place. This (necessary) subject of socialit.y" 

only --ever i~ppears as the fixed relation of the' \ 

subject to what it predicates, and this rela

tion must necessarily bê!ideological. Thus 
the imaginary identi t~ of ideology closes off 
the movement of' contradictions. calling upon 

the ,subject as ~nsistent~ It puts the sûb
ject in relation to meaning, a subject who 

( , 

thinks hirnself/herself to he the point of ori-
gin of ideas and of actions. Ideology is 

thus a material,practice in bath se~e5 of the 
terrn: first because it, is produced and repro~ 

duced in concrete institutions; second because 
i t produces fixed relations and pas! tions in 

which the indi vi dual represents mmself J' rela

tions and positions whiçh-are a ~terial force 
in the process of the social formation. 24 

," I~ti tutions (to fOllO~ Althusser' s typologyl educ~

~tional, religious, Political, legal, trade unions, com-
~- 25 

muni cations , cultural apparat.uses, and the family) 

produce discourses26 which are t~e very term of the 
stabilisat.ion of meaningl 

. , 

Ideologica! practice is then dOubly material. 
i t works to fix the subject in, certain posi

tions in relation to certain fixities of dis-

course, and i t is concretisea in certain ap
paratu~es. 27 

\~ 

.' l, 

And, as ~acan holds, "aIl disco~e is directé<i to 
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another, and constructed in this relationship to an-
th ,,2B o er. • • • 

In this perspective, then, ideology and culture are 
co-extensive; two /words whicb describe the sarne pheno
menon. Signifying practice i5 ~he way in which the 00-" 

u 
herence of the subject in culture/ideology is produced. 
Signifying pra~tices therefore bring the realms of sig
nifier and sighlfied to meet at determinate points and 
in determinate ways in order to produce specifie mean
ings. Their imbrication within the mode of production 
specifies the way in which the~ will produc~ hegemonic 
and/or oppositional meanirgs. 

If the form 'Of the f'ixiii'g of rneaning is discourse, 
we 'must speeify that discourse only ever instantiates 
itself in specifiG ~ccurrences or practiceso Just as 
language is knowable on1y through its use in specifie 
circumstances, only through speech; though it is1reduci
ble neither to speech nor to its specifie occurrences, 
so discourse is knowa:bl-e only in i ts specifie instances: 
the diseourse of 'anthropology, the discourse of Holly-

,wood, the discourse ,of :phenomenology.-; etc. These in
stantiations constitutê. the discursive formations • 

. / 

. Language, the sentence is inevitably implica, 
ted in part1c91ar dicursive formations: 
language bas no existence other than in acts of 

Il language that engage determinate forms 0G7 
'1 meaning, pose wha_t l want to say, and th~ry 
~ / terms of the '1 want ta say', in and from 
those forms (no one has ever spokE;:m 'language' 

. 29 
or • a language'). 

Discursive formation is taken here in the acception 
given by\Michel PêcheuxJ ' 

Nous appellerons dès lors formation discursive 

j 
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ce qui, dans tme formation idéologiqùe donnée. 

c'est-à-dire à partir d'une position donnée 
J 

dans une conjoncture donnée déterminée par 
l'état de la lutte des classes, détermine ~ 
qui ~ et doit être d~\. (~iculé sous forme 
d'une harangue, d'un sermon, d'un pamphlet, 

1 30 
d'lm exposé, d'un programme, etc.) 

This is qui te close ta the defini tion gi ven diseurs! ve 

formation by Michel Foucaul ta 

Dans le cas où on pourrait décrire, 
certain nombre d'énoncés, un paceil - , de dispersion, dans le cas ou entre 

1 

entre un 
, 

systeme 
les objets, 

les types d'énonciation, les choix thématiques, 
on pourrait définir une régularité (un ordre, 
des corrélations, des positions et des fonc

tionnements, des transformations), on dira, 
par convention, qu'on a affaire à une forma-
tion diseursi ve. 31 6 

Picheux is interested in explaining "ce qui peut et 
doit être dit," and Foucault foeusses on the question. 
"comment se fait-il que tel éndncé soit apparu et nUl 
autre à sa place?,,32 pêcheux, bowever, is attempting to 

aC:COlmt for the vay in which a sUbject ie st:ructured in 
contradiction. for the vay in which i t can oecupy con
tradictory positions. This re8ttlts fram the fact that 

he i8 direétlY", conc~rned vi th elabora ting a materialist 
thepry of meaning. This aspect is missing trom Foucault 

as hé i8 more interested in deseribing the mode of' con
stitution of a given discourse. 

Rence, a discursive formation is situated within an 
ideological formtlon. 

- On parlera de formation idéologique pour 

/, 
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caractériser un élément susceptible d'inter
venir, comme une force confrontée à d'autres 
forces, dans la cOnjoncture idéologique carac-

1 • 

téristique d'une formation sociale, ren un 
/ ' 

moment donnéJ chaque formation idéologique 
----" . constitue ainsi un e~semble complex~ d'attitu-

des et de repr~sentations qui ne sont ni "in
di vi duel, les" ni "uni veraelles". mais se rap
portent plus ou 'iiioins directement à dés 
positions de classes en conflit les unes ,par 
rapport auX autres. 1 

Nous avancerons • '. • que ies forma tions 
idéOlogiqûes ainsi définies comportent néces
sairement, comme une de leurs composantes, 
une ou plusieurs formations disbursi~es 
interreliées, qui déterminent ~ gui peut ~ 
doi t être di t • • • la partir d'une posi ti~n 
donnée: le point essentiel ici est qu' il ~ 

's'agit. pas seUlement de la nature ~ ~ 
employés, ~ aussi (z sur.t.out) .9g§ construc
tions ~ lesquelle~~ ~ s~ combinent, 
dans la mesure où elles déterminent la signi
fication que prenneht ces mots: conune nous 
l'indiquions en commençant, 
de sens selon les positions 
qui les emploient ... 33 

les mots changent 
1 

tenues par ce~ 

The principal lesson'or conclusion to be drawn 
from Pêcheux's formUlation, and it is in strict confor
mit y with the definition of signifying practice as the 
fixing of, the c~in of signifier..s and of discourse as 
the form of that fixing" is that meaning ia ~ effect 
2f ~ discursive formation. 

j Cela revient à poser que les mots, eXpressions, 
propositions, etc., reçoivent leur sens de la 

\ 
22 
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formation di seurs i ve dans laquelle ils sont 

Produ! ts • • • nous di rons que les individus 
sont- "interpellés" en sujets-parlants (en 

sujéts de .!!!:Y: discours) par les formations 
diseursi ves qui représentent .. dans le langage" 

--------------les--:formations idéologiques qui leur corres

pondent' ••• si -un-~ mot, une même ex-
--- ----~~-

pression et une même pro po si tJ.-lnl~peuvent re-
- -------- -~ 

cevoir des sens différents tous également'--~- ____ 

"évidents" - selon qu'ils sont référés' à telle" 
ou telle formation discursive, c'est paree que, 
~é~tons-le, un mot,~ une expre;;!on ou une 

propos! tion n'ont pas un sens qui sèrai t "pro
pre" en tant" qu t attach6à leur littéralité, 

mais qUe leur sens se conat! tue dans chaque 
formation discursive, dans les rapports que 

j 

tels mot, expression ou proposition entre-

tiennent avec d'autres mots, expressions ou 
propositions de la même formation discursive. 
Corrélativement, si l'on admet que les mêmes 

œts, expressions ou proposi tions changent de 1 

sens en passant d'une format!on- discursive à 
une autre, il faut admettre que des mots, 

expressions et propositions littéralement gg
férent&l peuvent, à l'intérieur ,-d'une formation 
discurSi~e donnée, "avoir le même' sens. ,,34 

This does not Mean, of course, that in given s-itua
tioils indi'Viduals choose from a lexicon o'E meaning-laden 1 • 

varels. On _the contrary, the word as free-floating sig-
nifier anten into a diseursi ve formation where i t is 

bolDlded br other' vercia wbich gi ve i t i ta. me~. '. The 

1. sueeess of a usage ia a funet10n of the extent to 'yhich 

listenera pérceive the meaning. as transparent. The 
p~duction of ideology ia succeasfUl precisély to the 

point vhere listeners r~gnise in the particUlar dis-
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courae, t.he cluster of mEi!anings vith which they experi-

ence the ~rld. ;1 
Let. this, then, stand as an account of how this 

thesis situates itself within the field of semiotics 

and discourse analysis, and of how i't envisages the 

study of film. We nov turn to an examination of the 

cinema as signifying practice. 

The cinema as signifying practice 

24 
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moral constraints. Only those st yI les which 'hast preser
ve and reproduce the presumed spatio-temporal conti nuit y 

of the real world (i.e., those styles which are there-. 
fore the most "realistictt

) are worthy of admission to 
Bazin's pantheon of high cinematic art. These wou1d 
include depth of field, non-montage or continuity cut
ting, colour. sound, 3-D, the use~ non-professional 

, 

acters, on-location shooting, etc. Bazin, tberefore, 
ended up favouring Italian neo-realism, documentary, and 
American films of the thirties. 35 

For Eisenstein, the cinema was not a neutral, a
historic~l, or non-ideological reproducer of reality, 
but a potentially revoiutionary maker of meanings. who se 
.me~nings and whos'e use were constantly caught up in the 
very·moment of.their utilisation, that is to say, in 
hÏstorical struggle. Janet Bergstrom states of Eisen
stein: 

his extensive theereticàl'work • • • ia ex-
plicitly concerned with how to present speci
fie configurations af meaning ta the s~ecta
tar through particular kinds of formaI 

ho
• 36 c 1ces. 

Amongst these fermaI choices were the use of montage, 
deliberate frame composition, bharacter typing, epic 

." 

form, etc. Eisen~tein was intellectually arid historicaJ.-
ly a member of Russian formalism and bis admiration for 
Griffith may he explained in large part in tbat he 
found there some of the original articulations of mean
il1l1 J precisely the.: use of formaI devices wi thin a nar
rative framework ta convey meaning, even though that 
meaning vas not as he himself would have conveyed i t. 

Though i t might seem, at first glance, that Eisen
steih's formalist approach ls Obviously closer to Metz 

, , 
than is Bazin's idealism, this is only par'tiaJ.ly true. 
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Wbereas it is c1ear1y the case that Bi8enstein's insis~ 

'.ence--upon the cinema as a malter of meanings i8 very , 
cl.ose to the notion of signifying practice and to Metz' s , 
explici t semioUc interest, Eisenstein, as a function 

of bis histori:~l period, pays re1ative1y 1it~e atten

tion ta the ~le of the specta tor. Bazin, on the other 
. hand, perhaps paradoxica1l.Y, because of bis 'insistence 

<" on psychologica1 verisimi1i)tude, is actua11r; quite close' 

to Metz· s insistence on the necessary imbrication of _-

1 the lmaginary and the symbo1i c. Metz • 8 point of view t. 
J_however, can not adequatel.y be argued tbrough a Bazin)" 

Eisenstein opposition. 

For Metz, the most outstanding aspect of the cinema 

as a signifying practice, at the prese~t time ("On dit 

très souvent, et on a èu raison. que le cinéma.est une 

technique de 1 t imaginaire. Technique, d' autre part qui . 
/ 

_.:_~~_"'"' 1 

est propre à une époque historique' (celle du capitalisme) - \ 

et à un état de société, 1.a civi1isati6n dite industri-
elle."),37 is its status as an institution and the vay 

• 1 

in wh!ch it therefore constructs its subjects. The 
t~rm "institution" engages a particular articulation 'o~ 
the social and -the indi vidual. 

. As an institution, a number of factors must be 

recogn!sed. It' ls perhaps first and foremost, an in

dustry •. It bas a highly specialised production ,process, 

an independent distribution net~rJt, i t requires large 

outlays of capi tal ~ and it bas elear1y èodified stand
ardS for producing i ts product. In this sense, then, 

it la sociallY Cons.titutedJ it la IlOt dependent upon 
~ any indi vidual"s pri vate wishes. interests, or scheming 

(director, "riter, spectator, etc.) Not only does it 
- . 

produce a discourse, but, i t. ia bOunded br a nUlllber of 

cliscourses. It has its 0Vll ~story, its own theorati

cians. its own techn!cal expertsJ it maintains close 
ties vi th the lega1 appara tus and vi th :the fa'mily appa
ratusJ it has a meaning, di:ffic:u1t to define, for vast .. 

26 
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numbers of people, whether as entertainment; sourcé of 
values or of intellectual stimulation, etc.; it main
tains very close ties with financial institutions, trade 
unions, thepolitical apparatus; it is 'a means of com
munication~ etc. All these factors, which operate quite 
independently o~ any individual intervention constitute 

• 
what i8 perhaps Most clearly cinema's social/cultural/i-
deological face. 

1 • 

Ta aIl of thesè, hc;)'\.,ever, a factor of equal 1rnpOrt-
ance must he added: the psychological aspect. In a 
social context in which there are no constraints com
pelling film attendance, it is necessary that the cinema 
as-industry produce products which will provide sorne 
sort of satisfaction to large numbers of people. The re
fore, tliough on the one hand t~e industry seeks to pro
duce films for profit, it must also simultaneously pro
duce a certain pleasure in the spectator. The specta
tor ~ want to ~ the film, and the film must, to a 

certain e(te~~ meet the spectator's de~ire~ •. ~urther
more, the spectator's past ~xperience of film will in
form his/her choice of future f' lms. If the industry 
fai~ed to produce pleasure, the spectator,~uld he un
willing to pay money to see th ilm, and 'without thei' 

spectator's money, the cin~ma as indusltr~, ~Uld be. un- . 
able to maintain itself. It must present itself, insti
tutionally, as s,omethi'ng desirable.: AlI its products. 
must attempt to produce pleasure such that the pleasure 
of the past will he inducement for the pleasure .of.the 

•• ,./-l' 

future'. 
This institutionali.sation of the cinema (i .e., its 

1 ~~ • 

establishment as an industry with an aUdienée w~nting 
its product) i8 possible, however, only because of the 
spectator's hÏstorical internalisation of tJ;le institu
tion's codes and production process. In ot~er words, 
i t is the process of hÏstorical internalisation which 
petmits the constitution of the i,nstitution. trad spec-

' . • 27 
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, tators not iI'lternali,sed the codes of mainstream cinema, 

every film wOuld necessarily begin,again at zero. No 

film would' be able to build upon or refer to another. , , 
It would have been impossible for film styles to have 

D . 
constituted thernselves into specifie configurations and 

to have evolved over the years. Each subsequent film 

would of necessity he as dramatically incomprehensible 

as the very first. And yet, historically, qui te 1 the 

opposite occurred. From an initial situation of consi- lit 

derable confusion and uncertainty as to what ~uld get 

spectators to pay to see films and in which film styles 

prolif~rated (or, rnore,precisely. in whÏfh there 9was no 

film style, or only a 'very rUdimentary C!)ne~ "Le cinéma 

a beaucbup tâ tonné, depui s 1895, avant de trouver sa, 
formUle \aujourd1hui dominante. ") ~38 certain specifie' 

Configurf'ti6nS came to be stabilised and generalise<;f: 

Certain tropes and devices bagan to acquire standard

ised"meanings and ta he expeeted and recognised. It 

becarne possible to use these tropes, devices and s~yles 

,to provide a coherence to what °had originally been in-
1 

comprehensible. This stabilisation and gen,eralisation 

vas possible only beeause of the historical internali~ 

sation of the insti tution 1 s determinate practiees. That 

is to ~ay that certain cOnfiguratfons, for whatever 

reasons. produced enough pleasure and found sUfficient 

resonance wi thin spectators for them !2 want ~ return 

.ru!2 !2 ~ menez tQ ~ those ~ configurations again ~ 
It vas the extent to which these configurations 

produced pleasure and were therefore internalised that 

i t became possible for an industry ta const! tute itself 

on the basis of the prOduction of those configurations •. 

These configurations were produced 'according to deter

minate practicés. It vas .furthermore the historical 

interna~isation of the determinate pract!ces having 

produeed the pleasurable configurations which made i t 
possiblé for the industry, in the process of its consti-

1 
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tution, to work upon t ose practices so as to produce 

the configurations more effièiently and vith a higher 

coefficient of pleasure. Just as work upon the practi

ces required indus trial specialisation and therefore 

greater ou;tlays o.f capital, so did it attract increasing 

numbers of spectators, or spectators willing ta pay more 

money ta see the greater specialisation •. Hence~ the 

appearance of "genres" wi thin the dominant film prac

tièe. The genre is a mghly specialised configuration 

requiring an equally specialised spectator who knows 

the configuration and how to expect p1easure fram it. 

And though the genre may fragment the market, it also 

strengthens it. Those spectators not likely to go see 

a western might go to see .a thri1ler~ etc. As Metz 

states: 

L'institution cinématographique, j'Y insiste 

une fois de plus, ce n'est pas seUlement l'in

dustrie du cinéma (qui fonctionne pour· rem

Plir les salles et non pour les vider), c'est 

aussi la machinerie mentale - autre indUS

trie - que le~ spectateurs ont historiquement 

intériorisée et ~ les rend aptes à consom
mer des films. 39 j 

The insti tution, therefore~ attempts to produce 

objects of pleasure which,_borroWfng a .term from Melanie 

Klein, Metz ca1ls "~od objects" as opposed to "bad ob

jectsl" 

\~ 1 ~.' "" 

Pour le spectateur, le film peut à l'occasion 

être un "mauvais objet" J c'est alors le ~

.Elaisir fi 1rriligue • • • qui défini t la relation 

de certains spectateurs à certains films, ou 
~ , 

de certains groupes de spect~teurs a certains 

groupes de films. Pourtant~ la relation d~ 

QItL- Tf, 0 .. art t .. t'Ji 
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"bon Objet", dans une perspective de critique 
socio-historique du cinéma~ est plus fOnda
mentale, car c'est elle et non point,son in
verse (qui en apparaît ainsi qomme l'échec 
localisé) qui cdnstitue le but de l'institu
tion cinématographique • • • on va au cinéma 

j parce qU'on en' a envie, non parce qU'on y ré
pugne, et on y va dans l'espoir que le film 

. .,. 40 
pla~ra. non qu'~l deplalra. 

The history of the American cinema, which represents 
,'-

one of the most historically successful attempts at 
institutionalisation, could therefore perhaps brief~y 
be sketched out as the search for good objects through 
the apopti,on of the\ ideo1ogy of realism', the qominance 
of narratives and of happy endings, the star system, the 
fragmentation into genres, and the development of a 
highly specialised production process; all specifie . 
strategies intended.to increase the spectator's pleasure, 

. a11 st.rategies which could" increase that pleasure be

-cause they found a particular resonance with the his
torical moment. 

The specifie arti~ulation, withdn the institution~ 
of the individua1 and the social, must not however be 

J 

seen to ~st upon sorne form of bourgeois psyehologism. 
Metz is ~ot suggesting that HollywoOd producers, or 
whoever, "~ew what t~e publié wanted" and therefore 
proceeded ta give it to them. On the contrary, for 
where WOuld these ,people (producers, etc.) get their 
special knowledge? If they were produced within the 
same social, f6rmation as their spect.ators, how WOuld 
they, and thSy alon~, have acquired the self-reflexivity 

30 
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needed to know the tastes of their times, a self-re
flexivity apparently denied 'their contemporaries? 'Such 
a 1ine of reasoning necessarily posits a transcendence 
granting certain people a knowledge which is denied 
others: Metz, and semiotics, rather suggest th~t at a 
given historical moment, both cultural forms and the 
subjects needed to support -those cultural -forms, âre 
produced in the sarna movement or gesturel 

. \ 

) 

i 

l'envie d'aller ~ cinéma ek~ une sorte d~~ 
reflet façonn~ par l'industrie du film. mais 
elle èst également un chaînon réel dans le 
mécanisme' d'ensemble de cette industrie. Elle 
occupe l'un des postes essentiels dans le 
circuit de l'argent, dans la rotation des ca
pitaux sans laquelle on ne pourrait PlUS 
"tourner" de ,filmsa poste priviligié, puis-, 
qu'il intervient juste avant le trajet de 
l' "aller" (qui comporte l'investissement fi
nancier dans les entreprises de cinéma, ~a 
fabrication ~atérielle des films, leur distri
buti~n, leur passage en salle, et qu'il inau
gure le circuit-retour qui ramène l'argent, 
si possible augm~nté, du budget individuel 
des spectateurs jusqu'à celui des maisons de 
production ou de leurs soutiens bancaires, , . 
autorisant ainsi la mise en chantier de films 
nouveaux. L'économie libidinale (plaisir fil-

- . \ 
mique sous sa forme historiquement constituée) 
manifeste' de la sorte sa "correspondance" 
avec l' économie po~i tique (le cinéma actuel
comme entreprise de marché), et e~le est en 
outre - comme le montre l t existence même deEt;. 
"étUdes de marché" - l'un des éléments propres 

-f 

de cette économie • • • la psychOlogie du 

spectateur • • • n'est "indiViduelle" qU'~n 
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apparence. 41 

This, then, situates the cinema as signifying prac
tice. It is an institution producing specifie confi~ 
gurations of 
cOnstraints. 

-pendent upon 
is inserted. 

.. 

signif~rs under specifie socio-historical 
The mdining of the configuration is de

the discursive formation within whÏch it 

\ 
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PART II 

,Since cinema must 'Ipe considered as a signifying 

,practice which consti tutes subjects for its meamngs, 

the gues.ion naturally arises as to just how this pro

cess of the constitution of the subject occurs. ,This 

is inevitably a difficult question to raise as'it will 

require elaboration bath of psychoanalytic concepts and 

of mainstream or dominant film practice. It will further 

require that the relevance of the psychoanalytic con

cepts to film practice he demonstrated. IThis. therefore, 
constitutes a necessary détour in the ,path to an under

standing of avant-garde film practice since, though the 

point of the thesis lS to expose neither ~sychoanalysis 

nor dominant fil.m practice. both must be-examined in 

some detail in arder to understand that which wil~ fol

lov. 

The consti tution of the sub ject 

wi thin the debate on the constitution of the sub

ject. two fundamental aspects must he distinguished: 

1) the constitution of the subject in social! ty as 

shown by psychoanalysis; 2) the constitution of the 

sUbject by the specific signifying pract:ice of . cinema • 

The consti tution Of the "cinematic subject" lS depend

ent upon, and clos~ly articulated with. the constitu
tion of the "social subject." It is, t,herefore, vith 

the constitut1ion of the social subject' t:hat ve shall 
. begin. 

As Anika Lemaire Points out, the eonstitution.of 
, , 

the sUbject in sociality is envisaged by Lacan on a .. 
numbe;r of registersf on the register of the passage . / 
from need ta demand, and therefore to desl.res on the 

/~egister of the Oedipus complexIon the reç;rister of the 

accession to language and to the Symbolicl . on the re-
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glster of the subject· s spli tting by, and alienation in, 

the signifier. 1 Each of these registersnecessarilY 

refers ta aH the others in tha t they all deal wi th 

the sarne problematic from the perspective of dffferent 

questions wi thin psychaanalysis. For our purpases, we 

shall be able to discuss the consti tution of the suh- 1 

ject in tenns of accession to the Symbolic through the 

acquisi tian of language, and in terms of -the dialectic 

of identifications. 

What, then, is the sUbject? One woUld search in 

vain throu~h the writings of Lacan himself for a single, 

unitary, and conclusive definition of this, or any 

other, term. Anthony ~vilden complains that: 

Many problems of interpreting Lacan are dif

fi cul t te resal ve beca use he does no t approach 

the development of bis own theory in an un

equivocal fashian. l cannot recall many 

published passages ·in which he says, for in':" 

stance, that at such anêl ~ch a time he 

though t one thing. ,whereas now he thinks ano

ther. His views are allvays presented en bloc . --
as if they had never evolved;\with the resu1t 

that one tends ta assume that any formula or 

aphorism which is repeated always more or 

1ess means the same Ching, whereas c10ser 
examina tian . shows that this can not be so.2 

On the other band, Christian Metz bas commented: 

. trouve aux Ecldits de Lacan) une sorte de clarté, 

fondément didactique à sa manière, aveugl.ante au 

"(Je 
1 pro-

point 

qU'on la refoule et qu'on s'évertue à n'y rien cOmpren
dre_,,3 There is no point in saying tllat one is right 

and the other wrong, but in light of a psychoanalytic 

system which constantly insists upon the impossibility 

of fixing meanings J on the necessi ty of der! Villg mean

ing from a- given network of relationships ("C'est comme 
1 
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ceci que se file mon discours - chaque terme ne 'se 
4 soutient que de son rapport topologique avec les autres"). 

it is perhaps naive and/or utopian to wish for the 
transparency of the signifier which seems ta underl:ie 
Wilden's objection, On the other hand, the fluidity of 
meaning does not necessarilY add up to "blinding clari ty. ft 

,1 No doubt, Lacan , just like any other 'W'ri ter, will 

pose different problems, sty1istic or otherwise, to 

different readers and i t is for each ta read bis wri tings 
in the most useful manner possible ("One either tak~s 
what they formulate or one leaves them.") 5 

The notion of the subject, and aIl the others as 
regards Lacan, will therefore have to be oonstructed 
from Lacan's own writings and from the commentaries on 
them. il 

In "The Turn of ,the Subject, If an essay on the 
definition of the subject, S~ephen Heath warns, through, 
a number of formulations, that the subject is reducible 
neither to the ego, nor to the individua1, nor to the 
"1" of language, that the subject i5 never unitary, or 
unifi'ed, that i t is an mstorical notion oonstantly in 
process, and that, finally, it is impossible: 

c,ritically, :Lacanian theory thus say~ the im
possibility of 'the subject' (every schema 
drawn, every reference to th1s or that toPo
logica1 figure, every knôt tied and untied is 

\ , 

an immense effort to repre$ent that impossi-
bility - the process, the division, the arti
culation of instances).6 

This "impossibi1i ty, ft however, is llOt the impossi
bility of its theoretical realisation. it is its dif
ficulty. The subject ia never a fully realised process 
and it is' consequent1y diff,cult ta locate. 'A few 11ng

~stic examples can none~e~s he1p ~ grasp what i5 at 
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If one considers the sentence a "1 am reading a 
! 

book, .. i t can easilY be split \fnto two separate in-

stances 1 the enounced (énoncé).; which is;._the sentence 

as spoken, the largest uni t of analysis of classic 

linguistics, and the enunciation (énonciation), the 

act of speaking the sentence. There are then two in

stances which can 00, called "1" 1 the "1" of the 

enounced and the "1" of the enunciation; that is to 

say, the "1" in the sentence, which represents someone, 

and the "I" which uttered the sentence. And the two 

need never, in fact neve1=' do, coincide. Their non-co
incidence is easiest to approach from a distance. 
consider an author writing a novel in the first person 

wbich beginsa "1 vas born at the stroke of midnight,." 

Clearly, in this case, the "1" of the_ enounced is not 

equ!valent to the "1" of the enunciation, there is no 

question of the author (even in an aut.obiography) being 

. the same as the vards on the paper. Something, then, 

is split between enounced and enunciation; that some

thing is the subject. Furthermore, the subject is 

quite clear1y reducible neither to the enounced nor to 

the enunciation, and yet, it on1y ever instantiates it

self in the one or the other. This fs t~ condition 
of its "impossibiIity;" 

:'-,,- The "1" is part of a, category of discourse known 

as shif't.ers. TypicallY, shifters are one of the very 

last. elements of language to he acquired by children. 

It is vell Jcnown that personal pronouns pre

sent. important ditficul ties for the child, 

who usually tends t.o prefer the apparent soli
dit Y of a-proper name ' ••• t.o an "alienable

word like "1", which seems ta be the property 
of others and not something designating the 

.. child himse1f. 7 
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It is, therefore, not unusual to hear children of a 

certain age refer to thernsel ves in the third person: 

"Johnny wants do do. .. instead of "1 want. tOe 

do. • Il Likewise, the psychotic is s/he .who bas 

not mastered shifters s~ch that the superego which 

produces feelings of guilt and anxiety and'which be

longs to the III, Il is no longer recogni sed " as nI tt ,when 

itJis projected i,nto the outside world where "1" he-

cornes "you" or tlthey": 

in psychotics one does observe a frequent 

use of he/! t designations. Unable to cir

curnscribe hirnself, the psychotic sees himself 

as another, as a thing in ,the world on which 

he pronounces utterances in the third per-

son. e 

To Underline the non-coincidences of the two instances, 

and the logic of this position, Lacan p~duces the 

fOllowing ex~ple: 

L'important, pour nous, est que nous voyons 

ici le niveau où - avant toute formation du 

sujet, d'un sujet qui pense, qui s'y situe -

ça compte, ct est' compté, et dans ce compté, 

l.e comptant, déjà, y est. C'est ensuite 

seulement que le sujet a à s' y reconrtat tre, 

s 'y reconnaî tre comme comptant. Rappelons 

l. ' achoppement naif où le mesureur de niveau 

mental s'esbaudi t de saisir le pet! t homme 

~ é~nce - J·ai trois frères, ~, Ernest 

~ moi. Mais c'est tout naturel - d'abord 

sont'comptés les trois frères, PaUl, Ernest 

et moi, et puis il. y a moi au ni vea\1 où on 1 

a'Vance que j' ai à réfléchir 1e premier moi, 
c'est-à-dire moi'q~ compt~.9 

, 
,1 
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The difficulty in'mastering shiftels, then, lies' 

in that they actualise the fundamental split in the 

sUbject. Nonetheless, that split is hot usually re

cognised as such. 'Quite the contrary, the subject of 

the en6unced is' usually fel t to he entirely present 

and transparent to the sUbject of the enunciation. 

Th1s identi ty of the two is an illusion of the ego 

which can be used to fix an ideological identity, and

,i t institutes the sUbject of phenomenology, the trans

cendent ego. 

The paradoxiéal nature of this apparent transparen

cy is, however, easy to demonstrate. There is a class 

of enounceds known as performatives; these are state-

ments such as "1 promise," "1 swéar," l am pleased to 

meet you, Il etc. In these, the split between the suh

ject of the enounced and the sUbject of the enuncia

appears to he complete1y c10sed up: 
-! 

j 

When l say '1 promise', l pose -myself as the 

sUbject of an action that i5 real1y'mine in 

language: l accomp1ished the action (to say 

'1 promise' i5 to promise) and, exactly, that 

accomplishment is the achievement of a stable, 

unified • 1', full of the action that is mine -

on1y l can promise - and the hOlding of lan

guage ertltirely t:o that action of mine - the 

utterance is the action. subjeèt of the enun

ciation and subject of the enounced come to

gether. 'l' has the identity of my action 

that ~his utterance is. 10 

Even perfo~ti~es' (especial1y performatives~, how
ever, do not di~pense the sUbject from posing itse1f 

as the subject of a proposi tian and in the very act of 

posing itse1f, from revea1ing its split: 

~. 
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r - indi vidual. speaking being - pose myself' 

as 1 l " the subject of a propos! tion, a sta

tement, sorne meaning, and find myself as 'l' 

1 in the di vi sion of • l 1 in language, i ts pro
( 

duction of the poss!bili ty of the place, ~I' , 

its excess ta that prOduct,l the stated, f!xed 
\ 

t l' . '1 t .. is spl! t, never complete" a simple 

identity: l am subject of st:atement:,~ 2i 
langUage.11 ~~ 

This is a problem of representa1fion. In arder ta 

represent itself to itself and to others, the subject 

must assume a form which is not i tself • The represen
tation of itself is, therefore, also its alienation . " 

from itself, in that which represents it. That which 
represents the sUbject ~s a signifier; but it never 

represents it directly to another sUbject, for any other 
/ 

subjeçt also represents itself as a signifier. As 
, 

Lacan says t "Le signifiant • • • représente un sujet 
." ' . . f' t' 12 pour un autre Sl.gru. l.an • ' 

If performatives, then, ~ ta realise ~ unit y af 

the subject, which uni ty is of course never more than 

imaginary, there' iSla class of statement, at the entirelY 

opposi te end of the spectrum, 'W'hich seems ta pose no' suh-
ject whatsoever.' These are statements usually descri
bed as being in the third person or as being apersQnal, 

such as: "Once upon a time, there vere three bears" or \ 

"The sun will tise tomorrow at 5 a.m." These are sta

tements which seern to pose no sUbject: none is included 
in them and they seem ta 1 he aimed at 'no one in particu ... 

lare Yet, a moment's reflectian reveals that someone 

had to say them; they are not just well-formed English 

sentences lying latent in the empirical world. waiting 

only for the appropriate mernent ,in order to ac~uire 
meaning. Somebody. somewhere. at some time, hàd to 

~, 

utter them. Their peculiarity~ therefore. is that they 

efface the tracf!s of their own enunciation. We do nôt 
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know who said them, and though tha.t may often 1 appear to 
be rather trivia~ and unimportant, it is precisely tpe 
absence of a subject Of enunciation which allows another 
highly significant operation to occur. Though we do 
not know who said them, we nonetheless understand them, 
and we understand them because as the receivers, or 
supports of the statements, we are already caught up 
within them. As the subjec~of enunciation is effaced. 
the subject of their support'ia instituted in its place 
as the site of meaning. Stephen Heath uses a revealing 
example: "He who died on the cross to save us never 
existed'." In order to understand this statement, "In 

must know Englisht 

the sentence is ~nvolved and involves me in 
the fa ct of the English language. But my re
lation to English isnot a unified and uniform 
'knowledge': l do IlOt knOw 'the English lan
guage', there is no 'fact of the English lan
,guage' in this sense, it is not some simplY 
gi ven c0l:lerence. a uni ty. My relati.on i6 a 
defini te history of and in language: through 
family and schOOl and work to the various dis
tributors of language available to me - ta me, , -
not equally and similarly available to every~ 

* 
one, every one'person, class, sex, race, and 
so on - in my society • • • a relation that 
bas inde~d a crystallisation in a specifie 

.J 1 ~'ii' 

insU tution of English, which insti tution is 
what I know and live, including in its support 
and production of class divisio~ and conflict. 13 

That such a conception of ianguage is at odds wi~ 
the most. influential recent theories of language \ (no
tably Chomsky) is readil'Y aClO1owledge by Heath. 14 He 

points to the idealist bases wh!ch subtend a Chomsldan 
1 

understanding of language, to wh!ch reproach COUl.d he 
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added the work ranging from Volochinow ta Pêcheux (see 

endnote 13, Part I. p.34, of this thesis) •. 
So, already, the sentence is caught up, DOt just 

in a state of ianguage and of its institutionalisation, 
'but also witbin diseu;sive formations whieh are the 

sentence's history. This sentence, elearly, comes in 
1 

part from a discourse of Christian belief 1 i ta produc-

\ 

tion in specifie circumtjitances, within specifie insti

tutions, its address. ta specifie individuals, for de
terminate reasons. It also draws in part upon a dis
course of opposition ta that belief with aIl the his
tory tbat implies. This history of the sentence, that 
is to say the discursive formations upon whieh it draws 
and within wmeh it situates itself, also ineludes the 

subjeet of reception of the statement., and positions 
or construets that subjeet of reeeption in a specifie 
relaUonship to the history ,of the sentence. 

.. 

\ 

The sentence moves me - speaker or listener, 
vri ter or reader - to a position, the asser

tion of the non-existence of 'He who died ••• • J 

even if l wish ta deny the assertion, l must 

take up its - that - position. At the sarne 
time. the aet of. the assertion itself is in
VOlved in a recognition of .'He who died ••• ·, 

an aclmowledgement Of an effecU ve existen
ce • • -. 'He wb:) die$i ••• ' tbat is, may or may 

not be judged te have existed but that judg&
lient ei ther vay is the recogni tion of t He who 

died _ •• t as a diseursi ve reali ty, which dis

cursive reality is a historical mesh of past 

~ and present social. practice and practices in 
which r am bere p~aœd and in rel a tion ta whicb 
'I am' in the sentence, and that histoncal 
mesh is not then 'extra-discursive' J its rea
lit Y includes the effectivity of discursive 

1\ 
formations, language as condition-and-affect 
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What happens, the re fore , in the case of statements 
with no apparent subject of enunciation, is that the 
subject which supports the statement--"speaker or lis
tener, wri ter br reader"--is taken up into the sentence 
and transformed into the subject of enunciat\on. The 

support-subject must (does) of necessity identify with 
a certain stage of development of the English language, 
with aIl the contradictions, and sexual, hisborical, 
and class positions which that implies, and must (does) 
also assume the spec_ific historical mesh of a given" 
statement, whether that support-subje~'wishes ta sup
port the hÏstorical mesh or not. In other words, in 
order to understand the sentence, the support-subject 
must acoornplish aIl the tasks which would normally have 
d~volved to the subject of enunciation • 

. . Heath further analyses the sentence for, unlike the 
other exarnples of subject-Iess statements, this one in
cludes a sp~ific, not just an implicit, addressee: 
"us. " "He who died to save us. • .": 

-ç,-

'us' involves me in the utterance of the sen-:
tence, the fact of i t.s enunciat.io'n, pOints the 
address of the sentence • • • The 'us' is a 
knot of join and division, there is no s~MRle 

/ 

position for 'me'; my relation ••• is always 
for me, through and through. a historical and 

'social relation that engages the terms of MY 
sUbjectivity in the actual conjuncture of this 

~ J • 

utterance in the manner thatiis not the simply 
determi ned clOsurë of a posi tion. l am in 
play in any pôsition l have in the sentence: 
for example, as between its anti-Christian po

sition and its statement of that position in 
an assertion of non-existence which leaves 
aside the question of the historical existence 
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and signi.fieance of 'Jesus of ~azaJ;eth by i ta 
adopti ... on of the 'he who died ••• ' foZ'1DUla which, 

in turn traps me in "the ad~r,ess of an • ~s ' 
that, even as in the movement of the sentence 
r perhaps elUde its religious embrace, catches 
me in the position of ait ideology of a common 
humaÎ:d ty, the "us' of • my fellow men', tha t 

is" strong in the specifie institution of Eng
lish l know. 16 

~ same can be said of such seeminglY anodine sen

tenc::es as "The sun ~i~~morrow ~ t 5 a. m~," Each 
has a Qistory, each dravs upon a number of discursive ' .. ' 
formations, eaCh involves the support-subject in a cer
tain relationship to their sta~us as examples of the 

" ' 
English language, and ta their hi s tory • The support-
subject is taken up inta them, alr~ady inCluded, ,as the 

subject o'f their enunciation. Their specifie enuncia

tion is, therefore, natttt'alised as "my" enunciation. 
1 

This is tl\e very operation of narrativel ta produce a 

subject-less discourse which is then naturalised as the 
discourse Of the support-sUbject. 

"The sun will rise tomorrowat 5 a.m." involves the- (J 
, Q 

support-subject, on the one hand, in the language and 

tradition of-meteorology, but also, and at the same 
CJ 

time. a.tn a discourse on the constancy of the uni ver~ 
o ("The sun x!!! rise ..... ); the partie~ar forcefUlness 

.' of the verb, and the confidence and self-assurance' i t 

expresses,. ilm:ü ves the support-subject in the discourse of 

a uni verse unfOlding as. i t sbOuld, e~n though the 

support-subjectmay wish ta 4~ny ~d ta struggle against 
tbatparliCÜ1ar dis~urse. And, paradoxieaJ.ly, in its very 

, scleÏU:ificity .("at 5 a.m ... }, it _returns to àn archaic and 

presUlDably dispro-ven t:heoryl "The mm will rise ••• " J ,~ 

when in fa ct everyo~ Jmows that i t is the earth ~hich 
vill N'VOlve. Somehow, the discoUrse of universal sta

bility, the history of that discourse, overflows into 
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the discourse of present-day scientific meteorology. 

But it could be objected that "it's only an expression," 

and it is precisel.Y the extent to lfhich it is "anly an' 

expression," transparent and full to i tself, not needing 

to he questioned, that we are inscribed, caught up 

~ithin the discourse, constituted as sUbjects who re

cognise the fullness of meaning in the world around 

them and in themselves: "the success of a usage is a 

functian of the extent ta which listener$ perceive the 
... ... .. , 

meaning as transparent. The production ot ~deolOgy 1S 

successful precisely to the point where listeners re

cognise in the particular discourse, the cluster of 

meanings with wmch they experience the world." (See, 

pp:' 23-24,. Part l, of Ws 'tbesis). 

And yet, the statement includes useful information. 

Knowledge about the sun's position is not negligeable; 

it may indeed he valuable. But it further occurs that 

the kno'tvledge in question is produced only through the 

interplay of a certain number of ~ghly determinate dis

courses, the hÏstory of these discourses weighing upon 

the prOduction of knmiledge. This knowledge. then, un

less we pos~t a value-in-itself of aIl knowl:9ge, serves 

determinate historicpl interests which it· otcults by 

,proposing itself as a statement'without a subj~ct which 

\ must be naturalised by the support ~f that statement. 

Sa, ve seem to have everything from statements fUll 

of the sUbject (performatives) to statements totally de

void o~ the subject (narrative), and everything in 00-

ù tween. ln aIl cases, the status of the subject is pro

blematic. The subject is not the ego; the ego is the 

instance which imagines i tself as unified ("The ego is 

he • h b' .. . ti' f' t" ) 1 7 
t Sl. te of t e su Ject· s l.magl.nary l.den l.ca l.ons. Il • 

and it is not the "I," the signifier which represents 

and which, in the very process betrays' th~ fundamental 

split in the subject. The subject is that which is 

split between them. This is the term of its "impossi

bility.1t Furthermore, it is always only ever prod~ced 
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in a specifie "historical mesh." It is 
stable, unitary, or fUlly constituted: 

The pro cess of the sub ject in 

exactly that: a pro~ess, not a 
langqage. 18 

theLfo~e never 

i' . \ \ . la guage 'l.S 

'~tructurk of· 

This is the other term Of its "impossibility." It is 
not uni tarjr. The"uni tary subject Il is the nindi vidual n 

which is a determinate ideological representation of 
that (unified) subject". 

v 

The di stinction between the tW0 ~types of enuncia,
tion, 'performatives· and narrative, has been formalis~~ 
by Emile aenveniste (Problèmes pe linguistique généralè, 
1966) as the distinction between discourse and history. 

-Discourse here should not be confused with discourse as 
it has 50 far been défined. , 

,) 

, The concept of the split 

fully 'articu~,ated by Lc;lcan. 

subject bas been most force j 

It is for him the point of 
origin of the destapilisation of Western thought. He 

begins vith a simple example: "1 am a liar:" and as~ 
what its effeetivitYI,r}t\ay be in the analytic situation • 
For him, it is an error to presume that if someone says 
"1 am a liar" that that person 15 teuing the truth and 
therefore not a liar, and sO on: 

.' 

Il est tout à fait faux de répondre à ce jg 
~ que, si "tu dis ~ meru;;, c'est que tu dis 
la vérité, et donc tu ne mens pas, et ainsi 
de suite. Il est' tout à fait clair que le .k 
~t malgré' son paradoxe, est parfaitement 

... . "'., valable ••• Dès ~ors du pOl.nt Ou J'enonce, 
~lcm'est parfaitement possible de formuler de . 
façon valable que le .ll! - le k qui, à ce mo-

ment-là, formule l'énoncé - est en train de' 
~ntir, qu'il a menti peu avant, gu·il ment 
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après, ou même, qu'en disant jg~, il af

firme qu'il a l'intention de tromper ••• J:'J 
Cette division de l'énoncé à l'énonciation 

fait qU'effectivement, du jg ~ qui est au 

niveau de la chaîne de l'énoncé c'est 
1" 19 un jg te trompe qui resulte. 

If the' subject says "1 am a liar, ft the spealdng' 

subject is not the same as the shifter, and in fact, the 

speiiiking subject is !telling the tr.uth; it fs saying "I 
{decei ve you,) or "1 fntend to decéi ve you, ft for in the 
verY moment of sayihg the "1" Of "1 am a liar t~"{ i t is 
i~capable of lying. So, in the analytic situation, this 

i8 a way for the sUbject to say the truth. It also, of 
1 

course, points to the sUbject's radical decentering, its 

non-presence to itse1f. This non-presence then '~oundS 
Lacan's commentary on the Carte~ian subject,'the subject 
of Western discourse who says "1 tmnk therefore 1 am. fi 

• # • 

The status of the subject is as precarious and shifting 
- .( 

here as in any previous ~~ample. The "1" who says nI 

. tmnk" is not the same as the "1" who thinks. Lacan re

- phrases the matter of the subject in thes~ 

1 think where 1 cannot say that l am, where 1 
.mus~ posit the subject of enunciation as being 
separated py a line from the being. 20 

This way of positing the subject (tlI think thereforè l 

am") further exemplifies the central error of p~ychologyt 
,"Cette erreur est de tenir pour uni taire le phénomène de 

. . ~ 21 la conSCl.ence lUl.-meme. • • • Il 

u In psychoë\nalysis, 'the, splitting ~ the subject is 
a given which occurs in a number of ways. In dreams, 
for examplé, the subject is constantly in play but may 

not realise it. In fact, the area which vas staked out 
j 

by Freud as the province of psychoanalysis--dreams, 
parapraxes, jOkes, the unconscious--is one in'which the , , 
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sUbject is constantly decentered and not present to it
self. A simple example from the case of the wolf man 

1 

'shows clearly the subject'~ split and absence. The wolf 
man relates a dream and commdts a slip of the tongue in 
so doiJ?g: 

I had a dream of a man tearing the wings 
off an Espe. You know that insect witli' 
yellow stripes on its bOdy,. that stings. 
Espe, why that's myself. 

The wolf man's dream is, of course, about a 
wespe (wasp in German) and S.P. are~bis ini
tiaIS. 

As we know, the wolf man's basic problem is 

Il 

castration. IÎi this slil? of the tongue, he 0 

admi ts through the suppx:ession of the W, ta 
bis own castration, but- he of course does 50 
in_a manner which escapes bis own conscious-
ness. 22 

The subject, then, is this always split process; 

h t h ' h . . h' f • . f' 23 t a w l.C "sl1.des 1.n a c al.n 0 sl.gm l.ers. ft , Two 

questions. mUst, however, be raised in relation to itl 
~'if the sUbject is split~ wha~ does the spIitti~g? ,And 

t, , 

why does the sUbject not experi~nce~lf as split, why 
is it capable of positing a unified cartesian' sUbject? 

For.Lacan, it is language, that is to say accession 
to t~e symbolic, which causes the fundafental split in 
the subject. We can bagin to understand this by examin
iilg the lorVda game wmch FreUd observed ms grandson 
playing at the age of eighteen months. 24 The child had 
a :ceel to which was attached a length of string. It 
would throw the< reel out of i ta cot and say "ooh," which 
Freud recognised as "fort" (gone), and then pUll the reel 
back and say "aah," which meant "da" (here). lIn Freud's 

. eyes, this w~s an attempt on the child' s beha~f to mas-
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• 
ter the painful experience of its mother's absence. 

. , 

The game thus had th~ significa'tion of a renun
ciation. It allowed this 18-month-old child 
to bear without protest the painful lived ex-

\ 

perience of his mother's alternating disappear-
ance and reappearance. By means of the game • 
in vhich ;he repeated vith an o~ject - the reel 
and the string - the coming and going of his 
mother J the child assumed an active part in 
the event, thus ensuring bis domination over 
. t 25 
~ . 

50, the child passes from a real, iived experience 
to a symbolic representation of it. It is only at the 
symbOlic level that the child can master the event, ~ut 

the symbolic level immediately masters the child. In 
order to express its mastery, the child must use those 
elements put at its disposaI by the Symbôlic (~anguage, 
kinship relations, relations of authority, forms of so
cial ~XCha~ge). 'What ~s more, the symbqIic only refers 
to itself and not to the real. 

This non-referentiality of the SymbOlic is manifest 
in the way in which the alternating phonernes come to have 

. .. 
meaning. - 0 and A only represent presence and absence in-

asmuch.as 0 is not A àn:d.Yi.sg versa. lnunediatelY, the 
Clgld is swept into a. play of diff.ierence which is the 
only vay it can signify. theoreal. 
of the discourse, of the Symbolic. 

The phonemes are part 
O'and A become not 

• " ! 

,. just parts of language but ,si.srni.fiers in the unC9~cious 
whose signifieds ar~ ~Présénee and absence. The child .is 
therefore_caught'~up in a system of synchronie (0 1 A) . 
and diachx:onie (0 = fJ:u:.t, A = .da) differences: 

If a s~gnifier refers ta a signified, it i8 
only through the 'Mediation of the entire sys
tem of signifiers: there is no signifier that 
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doesn' t refer to the absence of others and 

that ls not defined by i ts position in the 
~ 26 

, system .. 

Acc::ording to Lacan. therefore. this action "élève 

le signe à la fonction du signifiant, et la réalité à la 
sophistique de la signification. •. .;1.7 

Par le mot qui ~est. déjà une présence faite 
d'absence, l'absence même vient à se nommer en 

un. moment original dont. le génie de Freud a 

saisi dans le jeu de l'enfant la recréation 
perpétuelle. Et de ce couple modulé de la 

présence et de l' absence • • • nai t l'uni vers 
de st!ns d'une langue où l'univers des choses 
viendra à se ranger. 

Par ce qui ne prend corps que d'être la trace 
d'un néant et. do'nt le support dès lors ne peut 

S'altérer, le concept, sauvant.la durée de ce 
qui passe, engendre la chose. 28 

Nous pouvons m~intenant. y saisir que l'enfant ne 

maîtrise pas seUlement sa privation en l'assu

mant, mais qu'il J:Y élève son désir à une puis
sance seconde. Car son action détruit l'Objet 
qu'elle fait apparaître et disparëÛtre dans la 

erovocation anticipante de son abse~e et de 
sa présence. Elle négative ainsi le champ de 

forces du désir pour devenir à elle':"~me son 
propre Objet. Et. cet. Objet. prenant. aussit.8t 

corps ~~ le couple s:Ymbolique de deux jacula
tions élémentaires, annonce dans lé sujet l'in
t:t$gration diachronique' de la dichotomie des pho

nèmes, dont le langage eld:stant offre la struc
t.ure,synchronique à son assimilation, aussi bien 

• 1 • .. 
l'enfant commence-t-11 a s'engager dans le sys-. 
tème du discours concret de l'ambiance, en re-· 
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" produisant plus ou moins approximativement dans 
1 

son Fart: et dans son ~ les -vocables qu' il 

en reçoi t . . • Ainsi le symbole se manifeste 

d • abord comme meurtre de la chose, et cette 

mort constitue dans le sujet l' éternisa tian 
de son désir. 29 

This, then, is bow language for Lacan institutes a 

fundamental split in the subjectJ by giving the sUbject 

symbols which can act "as signifiersJ signifiers because 

they can represent the subject ("a signifier represents 

a subject for another signifier") and be<?ause they can 

- signify. the subject's relation ta the real and ta its -

own desireJ signifiera which, however, always pre-exist 

the subject and take it up into a play of differencesl 

, 
\ 

The symt.ol is different from what it repre

sents, this is i ta condi tian. thus, if the 

subject who is called 'John' or who transla

tes lûmself in discourse as 'l' saves himself 

throUgh this no mi na lion insofar as he inscribes 

himself in the cireuit of exchange, he becomes, 
on the other band. lost to himself,,-for any 

mediate relationship imposes a rupture of the 

original conti nui ty between self and self, 

self and other, self and world.30 

Language, then, ls not the product of the subjectJ 

the subject is the product of language. Language pre

exists the' subject; it ~s ,the field of the Othert . 
~ _. 

~ signifiant. se prOduisant au lieu de l'Autre 

non encore repéré, y tait surgir le sujet de 

l,atre qui n'a pas encOre la parole, mais c'est -

au prix de le figer • • • Que 1 • Autre soit 

pour le sujet le lieu l;~e sa cause si~nifiante, 
, ne fait ici que motiver la raison pourquoi nul 

'0 
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sujet ne peut être cause) 'CIe soi. 31 

This, then. is the reality of the ~ympplict it is 

the field of sobiaI mediations into whi~ the child is 
"', born, which splits the sUbject, within which'the subject . 

must assume positions provided for it there, and which. 
therafpre, provides the sUbject with its identity: 

The three major symbolic orders we know of 
.are: 
logioo-mathematical symbolism 
language 
social and cultural syrnhoIism 
The last of these attests to our 

to an order of 
religion). rt lntroduee ,. 
life, ~omething like a 

, 
The Symbolic i5 not the subject; to that extent we 

may call it the Other. For Lacan, however, the Other 
covers a.vast array of meanings: 

\ 

rt is not possible, for insta,nce, to define 
the Other in any definite way, sinee for Lacan 
it has a functional Valt;te representing both 
the "signifieant other" to whom ,the neurotic's 

, ' 

--' 

demands are addressed (the appeal to the Other), 

\, 

'as ,.,ell as the interrlalization of this Other '. 
(we desire what the Other desires) and the un
conscious subject i tself or himse1f (the un

conspous is the discourse of - or f'rom - the 
Othe~ rn another context,' i twill simplY 
mean the category of "Otnerness" • • • Some

times "the Other" r~fers to the parentsl 'to 
the mother as the ttreal Other" (in the dual 
r~lationship of m:>ther and child) _ to the fa-
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ther as the "symbolic Othèr", yet is never a 

p!rson. Very often the term seems to refer 

SimplY ta the unoonscious itself. 33 

Anika Lemaire notes exactly the same diffic~tt and 
adopts the strategy of stringing together a number of 

quotations exemplifying the various possible meanings. 

Rather than fall into a total relativism as to the ' 

meaning of the Other, however, we can immedlately put 
forward a fev hypotheses which drav on what seems to be 

common te all the usages, • and we can IOOve on to aB)ther 

area, the mirror phase, in which the Otller ls unambigu-
(1 

ously manifest, and wJP.ch is directly relevant to the 

problem of cinema. 

. All the uses of the Other ~~pt 

that it ls not the subject; in f!l~tt 
effect Qf the Other, vhich is to say 

clearly to the fact 

~ subject îs an 
that the Other pre-

ceded,.,the subject and sUbjectivity. The Other provides 
the s~ject Yi th i ta idénti ty and vi th posi tion's for i ts 

subjectivity. Let us consider, for a moment, kinsbip 

designatioDSa father, mother, sister. brother, son, 
daughter. etë. We know that a fat.her is such only in 

rel.ation to "\0 th a mother and ~ son or a daughte~, but 
, from whose po1.:nt of view are, these nominations produced? 

For a father ta· canS1der hÏmself as "father," rather 
than as husband in re,'J,atian to a vife, or as a man in 

rel.ation te other men and women, there must be a term 
somevru!'re outside the ldnship structure tha t can guaran
tee the coherence and stabil.ity of the nominations. The 

kinship structure is purely ëI' synchronié system of nega

tively def'ined relatiC?nships. The outside term is the. 

Other vhich guarantees ~nc:P ancbors the system. 

significatidn is possi b,.e only vi th the con

struction of the Other as the place of the , 
signifier, that ls, the construction of an 

outside referent by which the indi vidual 
\ 
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speech aet or 'WOrd is verified ,'34 

The inter1ocutory relations of the persons 
'h 

(l'':lhou-he) are mediated by reference to 

the Other (the Ancestor ~ the Absent~ the 

Dead), a fa ct underlined b.Y the eus tom of 

narning a nelo/-rorn infant after bis grand

father. 35 

The Other provides coherence; it is an instance from 

which the subject deri ves aru:t to which i t appeals. 

The mirror phase 

The Other is centrally manifest in the mirror phase. 

The mirror phase takes place any time between six and 

eighteen months. Lacan describes it as followsl 

un hourrisson, devant le miroir •. qUi n ~a pas 
encore la maît.rise de la marche, voire de la 

statiOn(debout, mais qui, 'tout embrassé qu' il 

est' Par quelque soutien humain ou artifi-

ciel • .'. sunnonte en un affairement jubil.aJ 

taire les entraves de cet appui, pour suspen

dre son attitude en une po si tion. plu~ ou moins 

penchée, et ramener~ pour le fixer, un aspect 

i ' . 36 nstantane de l' l.~;~y,. 

According tD Lacan~ the mirror phase "prefigures the 

r') whole dialectic between aliena tion and subjecti vi ty, .. 37 
I·l\. ' , 
,~ and i-t "si tuaties the instance of the ego in a l.ine of 

. , . .. t' 3A Th hi h d ' f1ction, of all.ena lon. If e c Id appre en S ltS own 

image bafore i t i;lnd suddenly rea1ises i tse!f to he an 

bbject in the world, not. a continuous ext.ension of the 

world. This separation of self from non-,self prefigures 

castration. 
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L' assomption jum.latoire de son image spécu-, 

,laire par l'être encore plongé dans l'impuis-
1 

sance motrice et la dépendance du nourrissage 

qu'est le petit homme à ce stade infans, nous 

paraîtra dès lors manifester en une situation 

exemplaire la matrice symbolique où le jg se 

précipite en une forme primordiale, avant 

qu'il'ne s'objective dans la dialectique de 

l'identification à l'autre et que le langage 

ne lui res ti tue dans l' universel sa fonction 
de sujet: 39 

The apprehended image is in the field of the Other. 

Mais certes, c'est dans l'espace de l'Autre 

qu'il se voit, -et le point d'où il se regarde 

est lui 'aussi dans cet espace. Or, c'est 

bien ici aussi le point d'où il parle, puis

qu'en tant qu'il parle, c'est au lieu de 

l'Autre qu'il commence à constituer: ce men

songe véridique par où s' amorce ce qui parti-
~ • , .. .. 40 

Cl.pe du desl.r au ru.veau de 1 'l.nconscl.ent. 

Fùrthermore, the image of i tself which the subject 

sees~ by sPlitting the subject, constitutes the ego. 

The ego is not the subject, i t is closer to 
1 

tbe'persona, to appearance, to a role than ta 

consciousness"'or subjectivity. The ego is si

tuated on the side of the lmaginary, whereas 

sUbjectivity is situated on the, side of the 

Symoolic. The ~ is the site of the subiect's 
imaginafY'identifications. 41 . 

~ 

Mais le point important est que cette forme 

situe l'instance du moi, dès avant sa déter

mination" sociale, dans une ligne de fiction, 
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à jamais irréductible pour le seul individu, 

ou plutôt, qui ne rejoindx:a que asymptotique

ment le, devenir du sujet, quel que soit le 

succès des synthèses dialectiques par quoi il 
\ 

doi t résoudre en tant que k sa discordance 

d'avec sa propre réalité. 42 

The ego takes on the form o"f an ideal ego as it 

perceives an image of perfect bOdily coordination in an 

envi ronment which the image domina tes l 

.C'est que la forme totale du corps par quoi 
le sujet devance dans un mirage ,la maturation 

de sa puissance, ne lui est dormée que comme 
" . ,. ., " Gestalt, c'est-a-dire dans une exter10r1te ou 

~ certes cette forme est-elle plUS const! tuante 

que constituée, mais où surtout elle lui ap

paraît- dans un relief de stature qui la fige 
~ 

et sous une symétrie qui l'inverse, en oppa-

si tion à la turbulence de mouvements dont il 

s'ép~ouve l'animer. 43 

The md~ror phase, therefore, introduces the first 

imaginary i.dentification: an identification wi th the 
sUbject' S own image. This marks the structure of the 

mirror phase as .one of misrecogni tion in that the sub-
0- ject misrecognises i tself in the mirror& i t recognises 

~ 

another real being rather than an image of itselfJ 

The ego ls the mirror image with its inverted 
structure, external .to the sUbject and objec

tified. The enti t'y of the b:>dy has been con

sti tuted, but i t i s external ta the self and 
it is inverted. The subject merges with bis 
own image and the same imaginary trapping by 

the double can he seen in his relationsmps 
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vi th bis fellows. l t should he noted tha t-
• Q 

the subject is ignorant of bis own alienation 

and that this is how the chrome misrecogni

tion of self and the causal chain determiidng 
human existence tak.es shape. 44 

This a1so exp1ains why the subject does not expe

rience itslef as spl~t, .and why it can posit itself as. 

transcendent: because the ego institutes a sense of undty 

in the place of the Other. It mistaJœs the representa

tion for the thing i tse1f. The structure of mi,srecog

mtion produces two contrary effects= a fascination vith 

specUlar uni ty and representations of the human form 

("des correspondances qui unissent le k à la statue o~ 

i 'homme se projette conune aux fantômes_qui le dominent. 

à l'automate enfin où dans un rapport ambigu tend à 
s'achever le monde de sa fabrication.")45 and, from the 

" \ 
sUbject' s own fel t motor uncoordi na tion, th~ phantasy of 

the fragmented body ("le corps morcelé") t "il apparaît 

alors sous la forme de membres disjoints et de ces or

ganes figurés en exoscopie, qui st ailent et s'arment 

pour les persécutions intestines qu'à jamais a fixées 

en peinture le visionnaire Jérôme Bosch. • • ." 46 

According to Stephen Heath, therefore, this struc

ture of rnisrecogni tion is reproduced in classical narra

ti ve cinema which "plays on the passage between fragmen

ted body and t.he image possession of the whole, 'making 
identifications, remaking identi ty. n 47 We WOUld, there

fore, in this perspec-ti ve, rediscover and re~eva1uate 

such cinematic tropes as the cl~se-up. the 1.0ng shot, 

use of frame edge, montage, shallow and deep focus, etc. 

They become modali ties for establishing certain forms of 
specular uni ty • '\ 

Nonetheless,"further consequences can he drawn from 

the mirror phase. By insti tuting the sUbject. i t also 
~ institutes a distinction between the se~f and the non

self. it introduces discontinuity where bafore there had 
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been undifferentiation. 

La fonetion du stade du mLi'oir s'avère pour 

nous d~s lors comme un cas particulier de la 

fonction de l'imaèm, qui est d'établir une 

relation de ~ 'prganisme à sa réali té - ou, 
comme on dit, de l'Innenwel t à l,Umwelt. 48 

\ 

) The distinction between _I;;,;;;;;,o;j~~ __ t and !Jm!elt dis-

rupts the child's former sense un~ferentiation, of 
breast for exam-' . 
. n~~ as an exten

unders'tQod as œ-

being-a t-one vi th the uni ve rae • 

ple, which had previouslY bee~ expe 

sion of the child' s own body, nov is 

longing to the 'outside world and, the 
,', 

for the child. That which laclts is a 

as "the object 

, . 
fore, ~ ~~cking 
'tated by Lacan 

que chose dont 

le sujet, pour se constituer, s'est sépa ' conune organe. 
.. '-, 

Ca vaut comme symbole du .manque, c'est-a-drre-~ phal-

lus, non pas f~n tant que tel, mais en tant qu'il ~t 
manque. Il faut donc que ça soi t un objet - premiè~~ 

ment, séparable - deuxièmement, ayant quelque rappor€ 

avec le manque.") 49~ It is l~ck which causes the breast, 
- ~r' 

or the ,objEtct .s, c;to appear as an organ and which caus'es 

desire ta be bOrne the child now desires that fram which 

it i8 separated. An or~n is, therefore, someth.ing se

parable from the body" and 'Eor the separation to he con
eei vable, the subject must have arisen in the field of 

the Other. Separation, of course, refers ta castration. , ' 

Dur:lng the Oed!pus complex, separation wi1l he organised 
il! 

around the phallUS as tbat which lacks in the sUbject. 

Tbe phallus is, for Lacan, the original, primordial' sig-

nifierr 

Car le phallUS est un signifiant • . . c'est 
le signifiant destiné à désigner dans leur 

ensemble les effets de signifié, en tant que 

le signifiant les candi tionne par sa présence 

60 

/1 

j 

1 
f 



( 

1 

o 

/ 
, \ - --.,..--'"-~ .. _--

de signifiant. 50 

---... 
~------At first, tbâ-c'hild wishes Il ta he" ,tbe phallus for 

its motherl 

, 

the child dOes not merely desire contact wi th 

bis mother and her caret He wishes te be 

everything for her, to condi idon her life, he' 

wishes. perhaps unconsciousIY, ta- be the com
plement of what is lacJdng in ber, the phallus., ' 

~ is .~ desire 2! the mother's de'sire and, 

!!l order to satisfY that desire, he identi-
fies with its object, ~ the phallus. 51 

The Oedipus 

f rom "being" the 

content "to have" 
\ 

complex, 52~holiev.~r, f9rm.ds the chil.d 
-o. 

phallus for the mother... It must be 

the phallus 1 

\" , 

" "'- '''-. 

For the young child whose ambi tion i s ta 

seduce the JOOther., to be for ber the phallus, 

the unique object O,f her desire. to succeed 
, 'in sUblimating the ~oedipus- ia in fact to a~

cept reality: differences in age, time and 

generation. It means accepting that he has 
a real penis and a ·l.imi ted Power. l t meilns 

, " 

in'ternalising the Law of the Fa ther (the 

superego) and wai ting for biological maturi ty 

in ~rder to he ablê to fUl.fil bis wish. 53 

The phallus, then, is that which lacks in tœ sub

ject. It i8 t~ ob)ect (A)' All that which 1a separa
-ble from the body (the breaat, feces, the look, the voiee) 

J 

lacks, and causes an organ to' appear. ''l'hat organ, in 
it~ separabl.J.ity, refera metaphoricélllly to the phallUS'. 

Pour nous, dans notre référence à 1 tiIJ,COn-
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scient, c'est du rapport à l'organe qu "il 

s·agit. Il ne s'agit pas du rapport à la 

sexualité, ni même au sexe ..•. mais du rap

pœrt au phallus, en tant qu 1 il fai.t défaut à 
ce qui pourrait être atteint du réel dans la 
visée qu sexe. 54 ' , 

Claude Bailblé gi ves a good summary of this entire 

process: 

The child Of two to· six months smiles angeli-
cally. . It is at the happy stage when l 

and AlI are one, when evecrYthing is indistinct, 
nathing is thought, everYthing is irnmedia-

t.e . o. • 1t iS.'J comp:letely itniœrsed in the- ori-
b • 

ginal experience of pleasure, almost"outside 

time, merging into the irnmortali ty and the . " 
transpareney of the ';'ievery-where • • ~ At 

around six months, the child stops smiling at 

anyone but i ts mother, the first protéctor and \ 

aid. It starts to love a Being - the primor

dial other. It now knows that, i t exis:t.s, dis
covers the inside and the outside, and realises 

that what it sees is, me rel y the image plane 

in its eye of what used to he the undifferen-
v • 

tiated AlI ~ The eye ,becames separated fram D . 
what it sees, becomes an organ, the symbol of 
a primordial, lack. With this original loss 

1 

cames the awareness of the SUbject; a1l tha t 
, the' chÏldQ has left is the sight of things as 

tbey appear, and' that apperance cames a lack. 55 
.. 

He can say, therefQ.re, vith Lacan that: "L'obiet hl 
~ , 

dans le· chfPDP gy visible. c'est 1& rvgard." 6 At ,~he 
tev.el of the scopie drive. the ldOlt,' thè ga e ("le re~' 
gard"'" ia the metaphor of castration. Thi will ~ve 
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rather far reaching implications for any "art of the 

vi si ble" such as cinema. 

Before moving on, let us first consider the Other 

as it appears in thé mirror and in the field of the vi
sible. The translator's introduction to Lacan's Ecrits: 

A Selection, advises that: "Lacan refuses to comment on 

ei ther term (autre or Autre), leaving the reader to de

velop an appreciation of the concepts in the course of 

their use. OIS7 The àppreciation we malte of it is that, 

inasmuch as the Other is that which causes the sUbject 

to emerge in the fir'st ~i~~le sujet n'est sujet que 
,., ,. 'ha '\ d tA t n) 58 . d'etre assujettissement \au c~. e 1 u re 1 ~nas-

much as the Other lS tha ttO' whi~h the subject ~ppea1s 
(as in "desire is the de~ire of he Other," such tl:tat 

my deslre is ",hat l imag' Other's to be; it is ta 

the Other that l appeal( for love, knowledge, truth, etc.), 

~nd inasmuch as the Oth.k~ lS, therefore, that wmch go-. . 
verns the evolution of the subject, the Other is that 

without which !!Q. self-definition i5 possible. 

We may also define the Imaginary as the si te of 

specular uni ties and identifications (capture of the 

su~ject by' i ts own unified image, dreams, phantasie~, 

etc.), the si te of dual relationships (mother-crold, 

love), and the fie1d of the ego {"The ego is absolutelY 

impossible to distingui'sh from the imaginary captures 

wblch consti tute i t from head to foot, by another and 

for another.U)59 

Lacan defines the essence, of the ~maginary as 
", 

a dual relationship, a reduplication in a mir-
1 

ror, an immediate opposi"tion between uncon-

sciousness and i ts other in which each term 

becomes i ts opposi te and is lost in the play 

of reflections . • • It covers everything in 

the phantasy which is an image or re'px:esent;a

tion, .•• The ~rnaginary ~~pbe psychoanalytic 
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, 
register par excellence, but psychoanalysis 

,has taught us to find traces of i t in Ilan

guage, where words overlap with symbols mul

tiplied a hundredfold. and where organiza

tian ul tirnately depends upon such a slender 

thread that i t is not aberrant ta wonder 

whether language really is the agent of inter
l).uman dialogue. 60 

The Sym1:x:>lic, by contrast, is the field of mediate 

rela.tionships, the transcendence of dual relationships 

(the Oedipus complex), the site of language; it is the 

system of rules, la,{s, relationships. eus toms, beliefs, 

practices, etc., into which we are horn. 
The Other and the symbolic tend to overlap. We, 

therefore, further define the symboiic as the field of 

subject positions ta he assumed by the subject; and the 

Other as the ways in which the Symbolic instatiates i t

self i,n the everyday'l>life of the sU,bjeet~ The Other is 

always produced in the field of the Symoolic. Language, 

for example. is a 6ymbolic production, but i t i6 only 

inasmuch as all discourse is directed to sorne Other that 

if. becornes possible to speak and that discourse becomes 

imbued wi th meaning. It is the chÏld' 6 realisation of 

the Other ~rèh brings it into symbo1ic posi ti,ons. 

The cinema as signifying practice (II) 

How, then, does the cinema produce,subjeçts for,its 

meanings? In arder to answer this, we It)ust recognise 
tf b • \, " 

immediately that the cinema, whateve'r-irnaginary elements 

Qit may set into play, is always already a symbo~ic pro-
'-

duction. It is produce~ in socia"lity, and according ta 
the logic of the' secondary proeesses. -as defined by 

Freud. A tilm i8 not\ a' dream, it is part of language. 

The cinema as signifying practice, the~fore. necessar.L1Y 
': 
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depends upon the subject' s baving already been produced 

in sociali ty, a subject w1x:>se ego bas already been for

med in the mirror phase, and by other imâginary captu

res. a sUbject wbich. has been sociallY positioned bY 
the Oedipus complexa 

Le spectateur de cinéma n'est pas un enfant, 
et l' enfant qui en est réellement au stade 

du miroir (de six à dix-huit mois environ) 
serai t $1ssurément incapable de "suivre" le 
film lé plus simple . . • A cet égard, le ci
néma est dé jà du c:8té du symbolique (ce n Ïf:!st 
que normal) 1 le spe'ctateur sait qu'il existe 
des objets, que lui-même existe co~ sujet, 
qu'il devient un'objet pour autrui ••. Comme 
toute autre activité largement "secondaire", 

1 • exercice du cinéma suppo;se que soi t dépassée 
L'indifférenciation primitive du Moi et du 
Non-Moi. 61 . Il 

what subject po si tiOI).S dOes the cinema, therefore, 

provide? 'He already ~UChed on the question ~ of sub ject 

positi9ns when 'dealing with ~ types of enunciationa , , 

rI 

performatives and narrative. a distinction which has been 
for1D4;llised as an opposi tion bemen discourse and histoq. 
A~ we sali, the place 'Of the subject is taken up by bath 

types of enunciation. Wbetber one says "1 vant ta tallt 

ta :fOu· or "The sun will rise tomorrow at 5 a.m.,'" the 
l , 

r subject. i8 always \assigned a posi tion in the enuncia ti~n, 

• 

wbich poei tion is the very coDdi tion of thé enuncia tion • s 
int&11igiJxllity. Subject positions .. as Heath sœwed 1-He 
who died' on the cross • • • "), impose a vast array of 
i4eological presupposi tions. The enunciation moves the 
sJlbject to adopt ~s" positions. The enunciation._ 
furthet1ll?re. necessaQ.1Y 'presupposes ,a split subjecta a 
~ubject capable..of predicat.i.on, and therefore realising 
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i tself as separate from the world and from language, and 

pOsing i tself as subject of the world and of language. 

In the terms of Benveniste, then, those enunciaUons 

which pose their subject inunediately are' "discourse," 
and those which elide it are "history." 

Discourse and history are bath fOrInS of enun

ciation, the difference between them lying in 
the fact that in the discursive fOrIn the source 

) 

Of enunciation is present, 't'1hereas in the hls-
torical it is suppressed. History is always 
Il there" and Il then", and i ts pro tagoni s ts are 

"he", "shen 

always also 

ferenceJ a 
a "you". 62 

, 
and' "i t". Discourse, however, 

cantains, as its points of re-
l 

"here" and a "mw" and an "r" and 

1 

Cinema, in its historically doltÛnant mode W'hich i~~.., 

the mode of the Hollywood film 63 presents i tself as ~_(~;\, (1). <1~1 
\il ~ 

histary: .t> 
~~ 
~l ~ 1,.. 

'.) o 
<.. 

Dans les termes d'Emile Benveniste, le film 
tradi tionne! se dorme comme histoire, nOl\ 

comme discours. Il est pourtant discours, 

si on le réfère aux intentions du cinéaste, 

aux influences qu'il exerce sur le public, 
etc.1 mais le propre de ce discours-là, et 

le principe même de son efficace comme dis-
'1 " 

cours, est j~ment d'effacer les marques 0 

d'énonciation et de se déguiser en histoiresJO 64 

This, furthermore, is exactly 

gives of the classic readable text 
for example): 

the de fini tian Barthes 
(the Romantic novel, 

1 
1 
1 

1 car l'être de l'écri ture (le sens ~ travail 
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qui la consti'~pe) est .d'empêcher de jamais 

répondre à cette q~estion, Qui parle?65 

So, the work of the historically dominant' institu

tion of cinema, as of narrative, is to efface the traces 
• 1..1. • 

of 1ts own enuhc1ation such that one can never say who 

speaks. Who says: "The young man looked about the room" 
.... - ,/' 

or "I was born at the stroke of midnight"? If i t is a 

book, we can always check the author and reply: "It is 

Balzac or Charles Dickens who says these thi'ngs." But 

such a reply is possible oruy at the expense of confla-
'" ting the subject of the enunciati,on wi th the subject of 

the enounced (Charles Dickens is the "1" who was born at 

the stroke of midnight), oruy at the expense of positing 

a transparency between author and text, between signifier 

and signified, and only a t the expense of ig:noring how 

any enunciation rnoves the subject to adopt certain deter

minate positions (the subject must khow who the nI" is, 

must move to an understanding of a report on birth, must 

feel the historY of a phrasè such as "at the stro~ of 

midnight, If etc.) 'J1Ùs transparency can also only he po

siteç at the expense of ignoring the discursive forma-
o ,. 

tians upon which these enunciations draw and which give 

them thei r meaning. Who speaks? The Other speaks. 

Who speaks in a ÎiOllywood film? Various answers 

have been given: the auteur, the producer, the studio, 

the genre, etc. Each of these answers undoubtedly con

tains a grain of truth, but much more escapes them. Ei

ther they posit a transcenden~ ego (such as the auteur) 

capable of manipulating elements, and consequently other 

pe~Ple, the~e~l±ding the socio-historical determina

tions which largely ~pe the elements and the way they 

are ;to he mampulated; k, they posit a more or less 

formalist, more or less economistic (the studios, the 

genre) determinism, which elides the contradictions of 

hi'~tol-y and the whole dimension of how insti tutions get 
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to be the ,way' they are and how they interact wi th those 

who have int.ernalised them. Again, we can oruy suggest 
that in the HollywoOd film, that is to say in enuncia
tions which elide the traces of their own enun~iation, 
i t is the Other who speaks. Tha t means tha t the Other 

constructs the subject as the locus of a certain mean

ing. If we can specify how the other speaks, we shall . ' 
have simultaneously specified how the cinema as si gni f Y-

ing practice in i ts historically dominant mode constructs 

subjects for its meanings, or in other words, what sub

ject posi tions . the cinema provides ta the specta tor. 

; If the cinema is massively historical "'in Benveniste·s 

sense, how does i t move the sUbject to adopt i ts pa si tions? 

The psychoanalytic approach(\ cannot rest ·cbn-
. ' tent with the observation that the ~nternal 

-
construction of a film is one which si tuates 

the events portrayed as lacking any enuncia

ting subject. For psychoanalysis ts cruciallY 
.9 

conC§rned with 'the intersubjectivity of the 

construction of meaning. In the absence of 

. a sUbject of ellWlciation on the side of the 
" 

f~lm i t is hard to see what ~sitiQn is pos-
sible for that other subject," that Of the 

spectator him/herself. The spectating sub

ject requires the relation to an other in <;\ , 
order to situate itself, and somewhere the 
film must provide, it with that other. 66; 

The "relation to an other" is provided for the spec

tatar in the "relations 'of specularity." By relations , 
?f specUlàrity, we mean to take fnto account the fact 

that the classical narrative film i8 massivelY con~d 

with how it looks, with how characters and things in lt . . 
look. It is furthermore only supposed ta he shown undèro 

1 \.il 

highly dete~nate conditions which favour the specta-l 
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'tors' appreciation of its look. The traditional studio 

technDlogy with its attendant icteologies of p~fessionalism 
and rea~ism as wel~ as a~~ the procedurès in~l ~d in 
getting the Wright" sbot, the" .. right" lighting, the 

Wright" framing, etc., attest ta the vast efforts de
ployeQ to creat.e a unified, visually continuous image. 

- /' 
The relations of specula~y are unusual, however. '--

They are by defini tion voyeuristici everything in the 
viewing sifuaticm points ta that fact, yet, it is a spe
cifie ~ of voyeurism~ The film is an object whieh 
offers i tself te be seen, which lmows i t is being looked 
at, but which continuallY der:des that facto In this 
sense, a type of voyeurlstie re~a tl.onship, promoted by 

the screening co'Îldi tions, 6 ~ is established 1 

(), 

Le film sai t qu'on le regarde, et ne le sai t 
cl 

pas •.• Celui qui sait, c'est le cinéma, 
1 

lf insti tution (et sa présence dans ehaque 

film, c'est-à-dire le di~cours qui est der
rière l'histoire), celui qui ne veut pas sa
voir, c'est le film, le texte (le ~~ ter
minal) 1 l' histoire. Durant la 'pro ject!on du . . , ,,"'. \) . fllm, le publlC est present a l'acteur, ma1S 

'0 1· acteur #est absent au public, et durant le 

"touz:nage, où l'acteur était prisent, c'est le 
public qui était llbsent ••• L'échange du 

voir et. de l'écran va 3tre fracturé en son 
centre. 68 

• 

U1 abots, bovever, are b.Y de fini tian filmed froID. 

somebocly' s point of vin, DOt from the point of view of 
the characters, IlOt from the point of view of the spec-' 
tatars: net even from the point of Yiew of tbe director, 
tbOugh the look of the sbot lean subSUllé any or all of 

these points Of view. The film is sbOt from the po*nt ,,1 

Of -view of an ubiqui tous, , al I-pt;! rcei vit:1g eye 1 the Other. 

) 
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The point of view of the Other, that ls ta say the way 

in which 'the film gi ves i tself ta he seen (i ts rela

tions of specularity), consists of things such as: how 

6bjects and characters are placed in relation ta the 

camera, how scenes are framed, lighted, edited, etc. 
The film rests the eye ("Le peintre, à celui qui doi t 

être devant son tableau . . . donne quelque chose en 
" . 

pâture à l'oeil, mais il invite celui auquel le tableau 
PtE;') ",..... ,. 

est presente a depOser la son regard, comme on depose 
les armes."),69 it takes hold of the look and glves it 

satisfaction (in the Freudian sense, satisfaction is not 
attaining the abject but the mere exercise of the drive). 

The classical narrative cinema takes the look of the 

specta tor and merges i t wi th the look of the Other. 

Something is shawn ta the ,camera le:ns; the way it is 
shawn, its lighting, angle, duration, frarrdng, etc.,-is 

a function of the look of the Other (i.e., the way things 

sh~uld be shawn for them ta he aesthetically pleasing, 

for them ta make sense, for them to put the point across, 

for them to look funny, etc.). That same scene/seen is 

then re-presented ta the look of the spectator. 50 that 
~he speètator will .nat he aware of the look of the Other 

(and this is how the film effaces the traces of its own 

enunciation), the film image must conform to an ideology 

of realism, the screen must he a unlfied field, the ca

mera zrt6vements must not De jarring, the whole must De 

properly framèf! and lighted, the actors must not acknow
ledge thE! look of the Other, nothing must ever make the 

\ 

Ispect,ator aware of that ~thêr look that was there bafore 

his/hers: , 1) 

The film, therefore, can bold a discourse to

wards the spectator as that which exhibits 

itself ta he seen, or for that matter, as 
that which enables the spectator to see " 

(identifica tion w:i. th the camera as voyeur) 
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or as an al terna tion of the two '\ . . (whieh 

incidentally means that what is exhihited is~ 

to some 'extent irrelevant). 70 - .. " \ 

;,.; 

What is shown becomes relevant, of course, at the level 

of "secondary identifications" (identification with the 

human form) and of fetishism. Claude Bailblé addsl 

In the cinema . • • we che a t • We wan t to see 
.. • 1. 

Wl. thout bel.ng seen, to look Wl. thout being 

looked at - in short to associate oursel vas 

wi th the movements of the man wi th the camera, 

ta espouse bis point of view vi thout reserva

tions. We credi t the eye of the camera vi th 

the ability J to dominate spaee from every 

point of view, while seeing only what is 

meaningfUl everywhere; in ,addi tion, i t has 

the po~rfu1 as~et of perspe"cti ve centred 

upon an • ob jeeti ve' pr;!.nci pal point. By 

o identifying vi th i t we become all-knowing 

voyeurs, while at the same time being help

lessly exposed - as in a dream - to all the 
images tha t p resen t themsel ws. 71 

In' the absence of any linguistic positions ("l, ft 

"you" ), the film insti tutes a ~yeuristic looking a t/ 
being looked at relationship. In this, it appeals di~ 

rectly ~ the scopie drive. Beeause the speetator, how-

ever, ~s already been through the mirror phase and the 

Oec:ti~us coçlex, the looking at/being looked at dialeetic 

_, ~; be subverted. It ia IlOt necessary that the specta-, 
4( r see him/herself on the screen, and from the point of 

ew of the institution of cinema, 1t 1a best tbat the ' 

l'- _ .. spectator not feel him/herself ta be seen in the act of •• 1 

looldng. 
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One thing that must of course be avdided is' a 

look coming out from the screen which WOuld' 

counteract this hypostasis of sight. He m'Ûst 

never feel that we are heing looked at. Sa 

what is· the spectator seeking on the screen? 

We are seeking looks with lvhich to deceive 

our eye, bht looks which do not look at us. 

And in fOllowing each look ~s it occurs we 

for,get that it is all bounded by the four 

corners of the screen. For the look is the 

vanishing point whiçh shows the int~ntions 
and '~ndicates the desires of the cha:racters ;0-

u which is why actors are made to play' facing 

the camera as much as possible, but without, 

looking into the lens • • • if the rnost un-
I 

important extra in a corner of the picturé 

casts a glance at the'camera (the viéwer - for 

the camera is ~ntred), it opens up a gaping 

hale in the set-up, a' nel( vanishing point -
/ 

, the to-camera look - through wmch thé whole 

filmic reality threatens ta drain away. That 

ois becaus~ the ta-camera look turns the ~-
~ ~J 

directional nature of the set-up back on it-
self. rI can see but not he seen' becomes 

'I am 

false 
ted. 

seen' and, what is worse, seen with a 

sight, a sight that i~ being re-presen

This knocks the bottom out of the mle 

Of omniscient voyeur which the spectator un

consciously adopts by identification witn the 
camera. 72 1 

The film is. therefore, constructed under the gaze of an 

ëÜl-seeing Other which bides i ts 0m:t presence and which 

de termines· the relations of specularity: 

Captured by the lOOk, the Subject yields'to 

72 
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the viewpoint which frames the film. This 

viewpoint of an Other transposes the past into 

t1f present of representation. It is a fore
closed viewpoint., and the specta tor places him

self in ghostly double-exposure over a vision 

that has already taken place. yielding power 
for pleasure • • • Another look was there ba

fore bis, that of the Other', tà which the ac

tor' s look was a response - for i t is qui te 
clear that it is not the spectator that was 
being looked at, but the set..;.up.73 

The functiçm of elision of the Other is qui te clear& 

si le film tradÏ tionnel tend à supprimer toutes 

les marques de son énonciation, c'est pour que 
le ,spectateur ait l'impression d'être lui-même 

. 74 ce sUJet. 

since the storY appears to be told by no one, 
it is the spectator who assumes the pOsiti(;m of the . 
narrati,ng instance and who therefore identifies wi th 
him/herself as pure! look: 

Au cinéma, c'est toujours l'autre qui est ,sur 

l t écran; moi, je suis là pour le regarder. Je 

ne participe en rieh au perçu, je suis ~u con

traire ~-percevant • • • je suis en entier 
du 08té de l'iriS~ance percevantet absent de 

l'écran, mais bien présent dans la salle, 
grand oeil et grande oreille s~ns lesquels le 

perçu 'n'aurai t personne pour le percevoir, 
instance conat! tuante, en sonme, du signifiant 

de cinéma (c'est moi qui fais le film) • • • 

Le, spectateur, en somme, §'identifie â !!:!!7 

même, à lui-même comm~: pur acte de perception 
--""l'> 
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(comme éveil, comme. alerte): comme conclition 

de possibilité du perçu et donc comme ~ une 
sorte de sujet transcendental, antérieur à ' 
tout il y ~ . • • Et: il est vrai que, s' iden
tifiant à lui-même comme regard, le spectateur 

. r-:: . .• li ne peut falre autrement que' de s'l.dentifl.er . 
aussi à la caméra, qui a regardé avant lui ce 

qu'il regarde à présent. et dont le post.e ( = 
cadrage)' d~termine le point de fui te. 75 

\ 

What WB have here, ,then, is also quite a dramatic 
, '. 

reversal on the question of what the ego identifies with. 
The ego "( the subject as i t presents i tself to i tsel.f 

'and to others) must engag~ with an external subject po

sition. This ilà a precondition of intelligibi1ity.. As 

Metz states: .., 

J. 
Mais alors, ~ guoi s'identifie le spectateur 
durant la. projection du film? Car il faut 

bieu qu'ii s'identifie: l'identification sous 

sa forme première a cessé de lui être une né-

.~essité actuelle, mais il continue, au ciné

ma - et sous peine que le film devienne in-
• 0 

compréhensible, et considérablemënt plus que 

les films les plUS incompréhensibles - à dé

pendre <;'flun jeu d'identification permanent 

sans lequel il n'y aurait pas de vie sociale 

(ainsi, la cônversation la plus simple sUPPOse~ 

3. 'alternance du ~ et du .E!, .. donc l'aptitude 
des deux interlocuteurs à! Ùhe identification 

~ -
réclproqœ et tournante). Cette identifica-

tion continuée • • • quelle forme. revêt-ell.e 

dans le cas particulier d'une pratique sociale 

parmi d'autres, la pro"jeqtion cinématographi~ 
'. que? 7~' 

The immediate answer to the question of .identification has 

.-• 
"",;"-______ \_________ (r';~,,, -_-..:.-._--f-._ ....... 
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usually been that the spectator identifies vith the-

cbaracters or actors in the film, without ever spec:;i

fring the. nature of that identification. There is no 

denying that some sort of identification does indeed 

.occur ri th film actors, but i t ils net easy or unp~b1e

matie. Benjamin noted some time aga (The Work of Art in 
t> 

,\ the Age of Mechanical Reproduction), for example, tbat 

something distinguished fiJ.m actors ftom theatre acters. 
There are different types of identification Vi th the ac

tors, and these types have different consequencces. ci
nema tends ta build up star systems. and a IlDvie star's 

life tends ta' 'be an amalgni of screen.. roles,o imagined 
real life, and private life, whereas theatre actars bave 

trad! tionaJ.ly been qui te separable fram thei r rales. 
Furthermore, the two 'types of actora maintain diffe~nt /' 

relàtionships vi th their audiences. theatre actors are 
physically present, may look directly at the audience, 

and a theat.re role can be pl.ayed by any acter. film ac-
• \ u 

tors are physicallY absent, must net look at the camera, 

and their rotes, once filmed, can never be incarnate<i 
by anyone else. But that ia not al.la IlOt only are there 

different types of i'dentification, engendering different 

audience/text, ~lationships, but the film acter need mt 

be anybodY special, in any sense of the word. Hi tchcOck 

has repeated1y demonstrated that i t ia perfecUy possi-
/' 

ble ta make the specta tarI' identify Yi th al'\Y screen cha-

racter, and vi th many di(ferent characters often in ra-
-=> 

pid succession" So, we are not dealing vith any acter 
or person in partiCular:, someone 'who is a good acter, or 

beautiful, or whatnot. These are seCOndary attributes 
as ~ar as the cinema i8 coneerned. In fact, va may dis-

!'- pose of the human form altoge~r for, as documentariu 
and acterless films show, or a!s _passages f%OlD 'acted ~il.Jlls' 
froID which the clÜlracters are absent (i .e., long, des

criptive passages' ~ré' not uncolllllWJn) show, enjoyment and 

identific~tion continue ta ~_ enÙrely possible. 77 
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l'lha~ is it", then, about the . ch diatingui-

shes i t from other forms of representatio , and which 
i , 

couîd account for the parûcUlar relation hips i t insti-, ~ 

tutes7 Ne can dispense i~diately with search on 
1 

\ the aide of the signified as though each orm 'had a 

rneaning ~t. could best express. Besides 1 aving the ques
tio~ of the form's specificity completely' touched (why 
is Ws fo.rm best suited ta that meaning?), it merely 
insti tutes a~ id~alist essentialism. Wha, the~, defi
nes the cinematic signifier in relation t other types 
of sigmfier (theatrical~~ linguist!c, pai terly, lite
rary, etc.)1 In Metz'.s terms, the cinema' signifier 

~ -
is marked by an unusual o degree of .PErcept f~ness in 
cOmbination wi th a radical physical" absenc.. '.ÇPe cinema 

çan re-present or reproduce the signifierslof aIl the 
\ ' \ other arts, 'and add to them elemen'ts' which l they iDay' 
.<ia~k:' to music it_adds 'sightJ t.o theatre, space; to pain

ting, movement and time, etc~ Yet. at the lsarne time, 
it is also founded on a radical absénce. Everything 'it 

'shows rs, by deiinition, absent. perceptuay fullness 
and physical absence are aiso the terme ..,hich define 
dreams and hallucinations, vi th the diffeJ;ence that 
a dream is an hallucination which pro'poses l'tself as a 
percep.ûdn, wheréas a film ~s really a perception which 
propose, itself as an hallucination. It. i6, the refore , 
the cinematic" signifier' s" particular relationship ta '''tli~ 

, ' 

visual fie).d (presenqe/absence, the war things lopk) 

which defines i t. 
,What is this relationship? It- ia one in which the 

specta-ting sUbject, caught in a s,tate/of IOOtor<i~apacity, 
is g:i ve~ to see a unified visual field of I*rfect motor 
coordination dbminatf!d by the imag(;\!~ in -that field. 
, . 
This is a re-açtivation of the mirror phase. except that 

" (' 

the mi.r,ror phase hapPen~ vith the splitting of the sqb-.. " ~ '\. . 
.. ject, whereas cinema bappens after the subject has been· 

... "" ,. v " 

. split. The spt1ctator Raed not therefore be present On 

~. \; 76 
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the sC'reen, in the fiel.d of the Other, as the cbil.d ia 

in the mirror.' This ia what "marks the ci.nematic signi
firE!r, in Metz's terms, as imaginary. It is the site of 
specul.ar uni ties and identifications, just like a mir
ror image. Unlilte the the a tri cal or literary or other 
signifier. the il.lusion produced by the cinema tic si
gnifier is IlOt 'to he si tuatéd so;Lely ·àt tbe level.· of the 

0,. 

diegesis; but at 
(im)materiali tys 

the level of the signifier' s very {f/ 
1 

1 

1 

ra. ,1 

, 

Le propre du cinéma n'est pas l'imaginaire 
qu'il peut représenter, c'est celui que d'abor~ 
il ~, celui qùi le consti tue comme signifi
an t (l'un et l'autre ne sont 'pas saris rapport J 

s'il est S1 apte à le représenter, 
parce qu'il l'est, pourtant, il le 
qu'~l ne le représen~ P1US).78 

III 

.... 
c'est bÏèn - , 

" 

reste' Iors-

The cinematic signifier is imaginary in that, like 
the mirror image, i t is the si te of specul.ar uni ties 
and identifications. In the mirro.r image, the 'look is 
in the field Of the Otber and it constitutes the subject 
as split. It institutes the possibility of being looked 
at-- which is the reçognition of the l.ook of the Other. 
The look of the Other is analogous ta a bel.ief in magic 
W'b:irch ls bort?- of the be1ief in the a.ll-powerfulness of 

tboughtl there just might be some fprce somewhere 'Which 
. is capable of doiDg anything it vants, (Gad, the Father. 

ADcestors,. ghosts. magic. aIl are so many instances of 
the Otl\er). The look, therefore, la not somethi.ng that 
belonga to the ~bjeet, but 80mething tbat belongs to 
the Other. 

_\t., 

Il me f'aut, pour collimencer. insister sur ce-
, 0 

,ci - dans le champ scopique t le regard est au-
:~dehors. je suis regardé ••• C'est là la fone.' 

tion qui' ~e tiouve" au plus intiJDe "de l'insti-

ù 

J" 
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o tution du sujet dans le vi sib1e • Ce qui me 

détermine foncièrement dans le visible, c' e~t 
le regard qui est au-dehors. C'est pa.t le . " . '-regard que J'entre dans la iUDll.ere, et c'est 
. . 
par le regard que j'en reçois l'effet. D'où 

il ressort; que le regard est 1 t instrument .par 

où la lumière s'inèarne, et par où - si vous 

me permettez de me servir d'un mot comme je 

le fais souvent, en le décomposant - je suis 
photo-graphié .79 

The look is the signifier which', in the scopie re- . 
gister, conat! tutes the subject and in which the suh
ject aliena tes i tself (al ways offering i tself ta Ce seen 

as it imagines itself ta Ce seen by the Other, always 
l.ooking ,for i tse1f there -- in those imaginary captures--

'wbere it is DOt). Just as l can Only speak from where 

l can not say tha t l am, so can l onl.y see from where 
l can IlOt see myself. The inabili ty to see oneself 

(though phenomenology is founded preclselY on the belief 

that it is possl,ble to see .opeself seeing), coupl~d dth 

the passibili ty of being seen by ot.ber,s, therefore in

troduce~ the phantasy of the all-seeing being (Gad, the 

Other, conscience, .etc.). 

T.be eye, which a~ an organ marks the sUbject·s 

spli t form itself and fram the world, can only see fram ... ' , 
one point, but .it· can he sean from everywbe.rel 

l am looksd at from e~rywbe.t;e, whereaa- l 

ses. f~m oo1y 0 .... ' Pol.t. -Rence the fantasy of 
an. all-seeing absQlute being who is every
vbere' and can' aeè everything. 80 ': CI' 

1 

. \ 

" 
The è]re, then, is tbat point in spaœ which àttracts 

all. l!.ght rays to it. This is USually :t:epresented iri 
classièal Renaissance perspeeti ve as. a cone ponverging 

.. 
78 
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on a point, 

empirical world ~ eye 

Howeve.t', as can clearly he seen, the eye is· oruy . ~ ... 
ever a t one poJ.nt, whereas the emp~rl.cal worl.d can see 
the eye fram everywhere. This i s usual.ly re-presented 
in c1:assical. Renaissance perspecti ve in the oppos! te 

manner: the painting, or image plane, ls conceived as 

being ,that which attrac~s all light rays to i tself: 
~. 

image plane 

vâni~ing -,-
point. ....... .......... --

pl.ace 

... -- ..... -- of the 

spectator 

What bas happened, lS that the'diagramme for '1,the 
eye has been inverted for the image p+ane. The vani
shing point and the eye bath play exactl.y the same func
tion vis-à-vis one another. ·Ii: coUld be said that there 

is an eye in the painting (or the representation). The 
> • 

dotted lin~s extending beyond' the image plane inaica te 
t'bat the real world continues beyond, and tha t in fact, 

l ",' 
the image offers i tself as a window on that world. 

If we think for a mOment, however, i t immedia teiy 
str!kes us that, as the eye is a lens; i t also has an 

image pl~ne, the retina. onta which light rays are pro

jected by the crystalline lens 1 

79 
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eye 

empirical. 
WOrld retina 

The eye, therefore, is as much a screen as it 

i8 a lensa it attracts light rays and it projects l.ight 
w 

rays, i t can· he seen and i t sees. .. 
The codes of Renaissance perspective are the ones 

which have been naturalised in Western society and which 

the cinema reproduœs 1 

" 
. Does that. Mean that space, as we see it todày, 

necessanl.y const.! tutes i tsel.f according ta 

the Renai,ssance norms of perspecti ve? COn

versely, vas net the child of An~qui ty 
'WithOut Jmowing a1::out perspectiva artificialis 
just as able te go <down, etairs, point out an 

object some way away or jUdge distance? The 

t.r;uth of the matter is that representation 

using perspecti va is only one system g.f. !!!à2-

Ring! 2.J!! space, though no doubt more accurate 

,than th, others. :t$ i,! no accident that it 

coincl.ded w.i th the be'ginning of international. 

trade and the m.ajor discoveries Of the explo

rers. The w'tima te in ~ .. space' - tha t 

occupied by the globe i tsel.f - had te be co-
; ~ 

dified with· the maxi~ precision in maps and 
plans (the planisphère), using cal.culations 

based in part on astronpJDY1 this corresponded 
./ vith the rise of 1 the commercial class at the . 

beginning of i ta conquests. 81 " 
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Which is ta say that scopie castration, or the re

gis ter of desire~ and the hÏstorical moment, proçmce a 

system of mapping out space. * A diagramme from Lacan . . 
shows bow the look operates for and upon the subjecta 

" 

le regard 

le sujet 

de la 

reprêsen ta tion 

j'ai dessiné les deux systèmes triangulaires 

q\le j~ai déjà introduits - le premier est ce
lui qui; dans le cha~p géométral, met à notre 

place l.e sujet de la représentation, et le se

COnd, celui qui me fait moi-même tableau. Sur 

la ligne de droi te se trOuve donc si tué l.e 
sommet du . premier triangle, point du sujet gé

ométral., et c'est sur cette ligne-là que je 

me fais aussi tableau sous le rega;d, lequel 

est à inscrire au sonnet du second triangle. , 
* The question' of scopic castration is important but not 

central. lt serves' ta inàicate tbat castration ls also 
played out at ."the level of the' look because the look is 
detachabl,e fram the body_ It is' inasmuch as the look 
can be detached that the look is not the eye, and that 
a "lack" is consequently installed between the eye and 
the look,. that the whole register of, deai're ia brought, 

1 into pl.ay. ~ The desire is ta fill the laok, or, more 
precl.selY, ta fill it while preserving ii., .for this i8 
the Jaim of ?ill dz.:j.vés and of the scopic drive. Without 
the intervention of the register of désire, there woUld 
be no need for J:he chilq to learn to see, i .. e., ta learn 
to focus, to gaze, to stara .. ta look away, ta fear being 
seen, etc., alld no need for the social organisation of 
the look~ that is ta say, no neèd for perspective or any 
other mapping s:tsteJil. What occurs hère. then, i8 the 
meeting of an irreducible" desiX"i! born of castration 
("lack") at the level of the look with a mode of pro
duction gi ving a partiCUlar social organisation to 
the look and ta space. .. , 
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" Les deux triangl~s sont ici superposés, comme 

ils sont en effet dans le fonetiormement du 
registre socpique. 82 

In the empirical world", then, "1 look" but "I am 

lÇ)Oked at," and i t is only inasmuch"as l am looked at 

that l can begin te loolf. The diff~rence between the 

one and the other is slight indeed and as phantasies or 

dreams show, the subject can easily Vacillate from the 

one to the other: 

If l look, l reduce space' to the point at 

which l grasp i t, sa tha t l forget l cim be 

seen; if l feel that I. can te looked at, l 

can be seen rrom everywhere by an all.-powerful 

force - for as we have seen i t is the property 

Clf the scopie drive te '9'0 bath way~. 83 

In the cinema, the Other is almst entirelY effacedJ 
its look ia not returned~ In the cinema, one can look,,, 

.s!!9 ~ È! ~. 'The vo~euri st! c iC?Oking a t/being looked 
at dialectic i6 brofen. It is broken sa that the look 

of the spectator can,m~rge vith the look of the Other, . . 
so that the spectator can he insti tuted as the enuncia-

ting subject in the place Of the Other. The spectator, 

th~refore, identifies ri th the camera which is the look 

of the Other. Ta identify rlt;h the look is to ident1fy 

with"oneself inasmuch as one ean look. 

The pleasure to' te derived from looking places us 

squarely on the ground of the scopie dri.. A drive is t 
,. , ... JI 

in Lacan's termsc ' 

(la pulsion est) précisément ce montage par 

q\JOi ~a sexuali té p~rticipe à la vie psychi-
que.81 ? 
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\'. That is ta say that, inasmucb as it introduces sexuality, 

i t introduces sornething irreducible, somet.hing which can 
'~ not be satisfied by any object. The pleasure of the~' 

look can be called scopophilia. ~Scopophilia la a com-
1 

o 

ponent_drivè of sexuality. Lacan mentions four compo-

nent drives; oral, anâi, scopic, and invocatory (having 

to do with the voiee). 85 Drives have their seat in a~ 
organ, or more strictly in what Lacan calls "une struc
ture de bord, ,,86 a cut or an edge in the body which as 

such distinguishes the inside" from the outside and there

fore admits of tenaion. Drives, however .. are never re-
l 

ducible' to that organ or to whatever object(s) may sa-

tisfy that organ. That which satisfies the organ fails 

W satisfY the drive. In faét, nothing satisfies the 
dri ve except the dd ve i tsélf: ,r. 

o 

J Il ,.! 

Ouand même vous gaver1ez la bouche - cette 
\ 

bouche qui s • ouvre dans le registre de la pua..- -

sion - ce n'est pàs de la nourriture qu'elle -

se satisfait, c'est comme on dit, du ?laisir 
de la bouche . . • Cela se fai t sans doute' 

1 avec la muche qui est au principe de la E!,~

tisfaction - ~e qpi va à la boudhe retourne 

à la bouche .. et s'épuise dans c~ plaisir que 

je viens d'appeler, pour me référer à des 

termes d'usage, pl.aisir de la bouche. 87 

Indeed, the drive seeks its object g§ ~l , 

• 

\"" 

Ce qu'il cherche à voir, sachez-le bien, c'est 

1 • objet en tant qu'absence. Ce que le voyeur 

cherche et trouVe, ce n'est cfU'~: ombre, une 
ombre derrière. le rideau • • .. ' Ce qu" il cher-\ 

1 

che, ce n'est paSr qomme on le 'dit, le phal-
lus -. mais justement son absence. 88 
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Scopophilia is therefore the pleasure afforded by 

the cinema. l'le need llardlY underliœ again. that the , 
cinema presents i ts objects precisely as absent. ~'lhat 

it Shows is fairlY.fj'rrelevant. Its pleasure i6 in what 
. (f) 

i t does to the 100 l t gi ves the 10clt. exactly wha t the 

look wants: the exercise of the drive, organ pleasure 

of the eye. It merges the iook of the spectator wi th 

the look of the Other, thereby gi ving the eye the per

spective of the all-powerful, all-seeing being~" It takes 

the look, shows the look to itself, and oovers' up the 

fact tha t the look has been seen. The classic narra ti ve 

cinema goes one step further: 

The cinema satisfies ~ primordial wish for 

pleasurable looking, but it also goes further, 

developing scopOphilia in i ts narcissistic as

pect. The eonventions of mainstream film fo
cus attention on the human forme 'Scale, 

space, stories are all anthropomorphic. Here, 

curiosity and the wish te look intermingle 

wi th a fa~cination wi th l~keness and recogni
tion: the human 'face, the human body, ~e re-

, '~ 
lat~onship between the human form and its 
surroundings, the visible prese~ce of the per
san in the' world. 89 

The cinema dÇ>ubly marks i ts imaginary function: 'the 

look is that. drive which cornes ta life in the mirror 

phase, the fascination' uwith the hu.man forro, with identi

tles, with specular unit y are effects of the mirror phase. 

,-. 

i t i8 the' bi rth of the long love affair/despair 

betlreen image 'and self-image which bas 'fOund . . 
auch intensi ty of expression in film and such 

joyous recogni tion in the cinema a udi ence • ". • . , 
-the cinema. bas s~ructures of fascination strong 

84 
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enough to allo,~ temporary loss of ego while 

simultaneously reinforcing the ego. The sense 

of forgetting the world as the ego has sub

sequl=ntly come to perceive it (I forgot who I 

am and '<1hel;"e l was) 1s nosta1gicallY rerninis

cent of that pre-subjective moment of image 

recognition. At the sarne time the cinema has 
1 

distingùished itself in the production of ego 
-' 

ideals as expressed in particular in the star 
system. 90 

The relations of specula ri ty are over1aid, in c1assi ... 

cal narrative cinema, by a °diegesis which cornp1icates 

matters: • 

1 

There are in the cfnema so many more forms of 

potentia1ly discursive relations ta take ac

count of. TIrls has to do vi th th~ fact tha t 

th~ film is simultaneously spectacle, repro

duction and' narrative, and the organisation 

of (say) spectacle along the axis of narrative 

poses enorrnous problems of articulation. The 

voyeuristlexhibitionist relation often over-. . 
1ays somewhat uneasilY on the construction of 

the film as narrative sequence. 'Hence ,the 

freque~t difficu1ty in d~c~di~g which axis te 

privi1ege ana whether the filn} as a whole has " 

a single discursive structure at a11. 9l 

We can say, nonetheless, that the cinema in its his

toricall'Y -dominant mode const~cts \subjects' for i ts mean

ings through a partièUlar relationrbft specUlarity which 
depends upon the subject· '!i already liaVing been produced 

in sociality. It is in the relations of specUlarity that 

can be found the subjêct. positions which c.:onstitu~e the 

çinematic sùbjec:t, That rt!lation is a voyeu~ist/exhibi-
, ' " 

, \ 
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tionist relation. The film offers its~llf to he seen to 

a spectator secure in the kn01dedge that s/he can not 

he seen in return. The voyeuristic relationship is 

-fractured. The fracturing of that relationship is the 

essential mechanism' by which the look of the Other, in 

funetion of whieh the entire film was constructed, bides 

itself, -When the Other hides itself by using a number 

of devices which deny its structuring effeetivit~, lofe 

can say that the elassie narrative cinema effaces the 

tràees of i ts own enuneiation. Sorne of these devices 

are: never allowing an aet~r to look at the camera, eye

line matches, constructing a steady, unified, continuous 

i~ge, merging the loôk of the.? specta tor wi th the look' 

of the Other. These devices irrevocably mark the cine

matie signifier as an imaginary signifier. ,The Imagi

nary is, ?y definition, the field of specularity, of 

imaginary captures (images). These imaginary captures . 
constitute the ego, thereby signalling the subject's 

profound and f~damental split. 

The cinema, the1.h repraduces the imaginary func-
• t;.i, 

tian: it is also a ~ield of specularity and goes out Of 

it~(way to reproduee the unified, visual field which iJ 

the)infant's experience of the Other at the nûrror phëise. 

Like the mirror phase, it combines perceptual fullness 

with physical absence. Like the mirror phase, it pro

poses ego ideals, and contributes ta the constitution 

of the ego. Like the mirror phase, i t install~ a' fun

damental ~srecognitionl the child sees another in tqe 

mirror which it takes to,,'be it6elf thereby nû.~recognising ~ 

i ts~ alienation in the image; the cinema proposes an image 

enouneed by an other (the Other) and the spectating sUbject 

takes itself to be the enunciating instance of the image. 

In both cases, the realisation that the look belongs in , 
the field of the Other i6 a painful experiencea when th~ 

child helieves i~self ·ta be seen, this produoes feelings' 

of guilt and arudetYJ when an actor looks at the. 'camera, 

86 
'. 
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this dèmonstrates ta the spectating subjeèt that it is 

engaging in a voyeuristic activity. therehy not only 

destroying the illusion of being the enunciating sUb
ject, but also reacti vating the feelings of guil t and 

anxiety which t~e cinema as insU tution had sought to 

evacuate. The illusion of enunciaô:ng the image r~sts 

upon the phantasy àf an a~l-seeing Other. That phan-

-.--

-----
tasyois a product preciselY of the eye's function as 

that which can see from only one place but which can be 

seen from everywhere. That function is rnost clearly de

monstrated in Renaissance perspective which ~he cinema 
meticU!ously reduplicates. Renaissance perspective plays 

-- ft 

out the phantasy of the all-seeing Other by cons~ructing 
a subjectless image of the wa.rld ''Illich merges the look 

., < \ 

of the spectator with the look of the other. An analo: 
gous phantasy is a belief in magiç, 'which ois simplY a 

belief in a force l'1mch can do whatever i t wants. This 

forèe is the externalisaq.on of the cmld's own. wishes. 
Just as the child sees and knows tha t i t can be seen 

from everywhere thereby instituting the all-~eeing Other, 

so the child thi~s and mows that thought can emanate 
from everywhere thereby insU tuting· an Other of all

powerful. thought. The child may wish for the dea th of 

a pa'rent but fears that the same could he wished of it. 
The all-~eeing Other is sometimes represented: as an· 

"evil eye," the invidia or fascinum. 

The cinema is imaginary in all that deals wi th the . 
image and the look. It is also, however. a sy1nbOlic pra-

l ' 

duc,tion. Unlike the infant- at the mirror phase, the -
o " 

spectating sUbject need not see himlherself on the screen 

,in arder to he able tQ engage, relationS 'of specularity. 
Fur thermo re , the Oedipus phenomenon "bas si tua ted the 

spectatlng subje~t in relation to, posi tions ot' exchange, 
thera::by enabling that subject ta foll'ow a more or less' 

complex die_gelle unfolding. 1'0' the extent that the ci

nema is an insti t,ution, producing films in coordina tion 

" " 87 
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with a givèn mode of production, always under bighly,' 

determinate historical circlDDStances, it is on the side 
of the Symbolic. It is. therefore. as are all institu
tions, a diffiCUl t tangle of +maginary arid Symbolic. 

The cinema provides several pleasures. One of them 

is narra tfve pleasure. Another, the one we have examined, 
is scopophilial visual pleasure. So far, ~ have seen 
that 'everything about the 'cinema has to d6/ vith the look. 
the look of, the characters, the look of the specta tor, 
the look of the Other. The cinema affèra various c:on-

i ' tents ta be s~en. This can be pleasurable.' More impor-
tantly, bowever,~ is tha't i t offers'1Pbjects --films--to 
- ~ , . 

the exercise af the scopie_ drive. It pro'Vides 0 a pleasure 

in that i,~ gives something, anything, to the eye. It 
proposes,~ li terally,' good objects. None af thes~· abjects 
can ever satisfy the drive, however, and sa it alnys 
moves on t;o newobjects •. !Jhe contents given, ta the eye 
tend ta be very powerfUl.-~their powër is detived, in 

"11 • , 

part, from the vay in which they satisfy the sexual cè.'Om-
.,. , ,) \ 

panent bJ:'ought into play by the scopic drive. Here, the 

relationship between the content and' the drive pecomes 

, complexe 0bv'ioUSly, the -determina'tian of whether a par
ti-eUlar· film will be judged by the subject to be a good 

- ' 

or a bad abject, d~es mt depend solell"on the scopic 

dri ve. Other fc!lctors. other ~ypes of pleasure. o~r 
speCUlar identifica tians (wi th the -characters,. for ... e.xam.

ple),~ wi~l al~ giéatly i~l~nce the goodness or badDeS8 
of the objecte The relations of specul.arity, tberefare. 

• Q 

also inc1 Ude ways of showing men and women. '1'he scopi'c 

'l:trive 18'. then, beÎ,ng given: tw t'VnCIIS' of thinrrs to seel , ,'.lr-.,allJ 

the look. purely ~ simp~y, wbich ia pleasurable, and 
the look of spe'cific contents, 'which cam De equally 

,Pleasu.rabl~. '.the drive .tends, bowèver, tbough '~s ls 
in no way essent:Lal" tD it, to e1ect" specific' objectsl 

- 'a certain tOrln, a certain smell, etc. The look bÉ!c;omes fi> 

. prOg~d to certain contents. As Laura Mulvey bas 
\ 
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shawn, in rOllywood, the relatiot:lS of specU1aritr re-. 
vol ve maitily around representations of women. 92 . Beee; 

the content tends to swamp the scopophilia... ,Of course, 

like language, which is,o'nly knowable through 1IIOrds. 

thé loo]{ is Onl.y knowable 1;hrough what it lOOks, at. The 

pecu.?-iari ty of the cinema ~s, ho'\rever, as MUI vey points 

out specificallY in relation ta women, its ability to 
ri ./ Q 

structure what ls looked at vith a way Qf,looking,lt the 

look st~ctured" by the Othe~1 l' 

This i8' what ma}œs cinema qui te ètifferent in 
. ' 

• ... tJ. • Il • 

J.ts voyeurJ.stà.c potënt:i.al trom say, strJ.P-

tea~e. theatre, shows, "etc. Going fal~yol)d:, 
highlighting i:l ~man's to-be-1OOke~-at-ness, 

_ cinema builds the vay she. i5 to he olooked at 
., into the spectacle itself" Pl~'Ying' on the 

teilsion l:iêtween films 'ils cont.roli~ng the di
mension of Ume (editing, narrative) and ,film 

aa contro~.ïing the ~mesnion of spacè (c~geS 
in distance, editingl, cinematic coÇleJ,...c~J . 

" "ate a gaze, ëtt, wrld, . and an object, ~.r:'eby. 

producing an illusion eut ta 'the Jnëa~ure of 

desire. 93 >" , 
1 

The look ia always inscribed in an:y fil~ •. , l'le shall , ' , 
now show,that in the 'avant-garde cinema the lOoic 18 in-

• , • - 1. 

scribed as a fetish. ·If the class.ical narrati Vè cinema ' 
c.,'Onstructs a transcencI'7Dt sUbjec~ unaware ft i ta sp1i t, '" 

the avant-gard~ ciné_ constructs a perverse subjeet' 

bath aw~re and unaware of its split. 
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PART III 

In this third chapter, we pro~se ota examine the 

avant-garde a~ a signifying pr~ctice dpnstituted in , 
terms. of its Other, using the debàtes and writings . ", 
surrounding the avant-gardé as dur starting peip.t .. in 

pl'" \ 1 

'order ta discover bow the avant-garde~ha~ constructed 

itself as il funètion of the Other. The construction 
1 .. 1" ~ 

of the avant-garde. however, is in no sense a straight-

forward or unitary enterprise •. Its ~elf-construction 
is ,spread out across a number of' debates', wri tings, 

,az:guments, and co~ceptualisations. To treat it as a 
\ 

uni tary abject or undertaldng would be an error. It 

must he apprôached as a series of interlocking anq 

overlapping discourses. 

Psychoanalysis and the avant-qa~de cinema 

1 

We have' sa far suggest~d sorne of the rnechanisrns at 

work in film in general and have insisted particu1arly 

I;:m the constitution of the cinematic sUbject. We must,

therefore, ask ourse1ves two questions: "1) what pri-
/ . .. 't t' ul l ~ v~lege, spec~al lmpor ance, or par J.C ar re evance , 
does the avant-garde cinema enjQy wi thin a psycho ana- , 

lytic perspective; in other words, why study the avant-
• 

garde instead of classica.1., narrative? 2) what is the 

effecti vi ty of psychoanalysis as regards the avant

garde cinema? 

The first question seeks sorne homo10gy or special 

-re1~tionship between psychoanalysis and the avant~garde 
ci.nema. On~ is immediately tempted ta find that 

special relatio'nship in the fact that the âvant-gardè 

poses clearly, even self-consciously, the question of 

the constitution of the subj~ct.· This is hardly'-t.he 
i . ' 

Cj:\se, ho'wever, for ill avant,.;.garde fJ.lms and probably 

not even for the maJority of them. Fu.rthermore, since 
\ 
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all films arè by definition signifying prac:tices, they 

all necessarilY pose that question. I~eed" tJle work 
of thl! Cahiers du cinéma éOl:1ècti ve, of Raymo11d Bello ur , 

Stephen Heath, and others, bas abundantly shown tbat 
\' " 

even the most classical of C1~~sica1 Hollywood narra-
.' ~1 0 ti ves is infini tely fertile ground for a psychoanalytic 

aPPrOach. Indeed, the c1assic~1 narrative May even 
,be the best ground for such aJ;l approach because i t has 
so manifesUy- discovered precisely the mode of subject- , , 1 

production which provides the mOst P1~asUre for the _ , 
most people-. 50, it is net as if only the avant-garde 

conati'ucted subject-posi tians or wer~ aware of so 
- . 

doing.' indeed,. most -avant-garde films do not conceive 
.- \ ' 

of themSelves in terme of s1Û?jectivity and some narra-

tives do. Furt:~rmo~, the a,ant-garde can not be 

argùed ~as being a\i>rlvil8ged f~eld for the app;ièation 
of psychoanalysis, for any film\wi<ll serve just as 
weIl as any other, nor can one atgue that the avant
garde somehov' mobilises\ PSYChoana\ysis or its cate-f''' 
go ri es or itsproblematic, that it\is -in some sense a 

, \ 

mise-en-scène of psychoanalysis, in\ a more compelling 

manner than any other type of film, for again-; as the 
aforementioned studies have amp1y shawn, any fi lm, and 

perbaps moat of aIl tbose films which are the MOst 
embedded in the very texture of the social formation, 
canJ-ay c1aim to this pri v:i.lege. 

The prlvilege of the avant-:9arde, then. ,is not in 
that it c:onstructs suoject-positions, but in the way 

in vbich it constructs them. It is __ and this is al

JDQst the defini tion R!r ~e of the avapt-garde in the 

T1ientieth éentury -- i ts (self-conscious) assumption Of 

\ the tropes, fox-ms .... ànd c:tevices of dominant cinema, iœ 
\ l • 

1 deconstruction and questioning of thoae devices in-
\ / 

the hopes Of achieving some sor,tof transformation. Ip , 
other vards, Just as p~ychoanalysi" stands. to the un-

~ conacio'Us, 50 the avant-garde cinema stands ta the rest 

97 

~ . 
_ ~ _A .. ~. ~ _ ................... _ ..... ~ • ___ ...... l" .... ",.....,. ... _~ __ 

r 
j 

f 
1 

I-

i 



.. 
" 

. ' 

__ Of cinema. >-tlt proposes itself as the site of a know

iedge about its object, but a knowleçge that ,can only . , 

be acquired over and jigainst that o'Qject. In this 
. sense, then, i t rnight bè said ta have a Pflv.l:leged 

rela~ionship ta psychoanalysis pre~iseiy because it 
• 

sees problems where ot.hèrs· see only gi vens. This self-

éônstruction as a meta-discourse on film n~essarily 

engages the theorist' s lmaginary. It ls 'wo~k upon the 
specular fascination -of the image, upon that which ia 

the 'Very stuff of i ts own existence,} the bailic matter . ~ 

and fOrIn of its expression. "ft defines itsel.f as a . 
work upon preciselY that which captures, fascinates, , 

~ri$i giv~s its~lf as unfragmèntabJ.,e: ~he image •. It 
atternpts to break with the, Irnaginary, it ateempts per

haps ,a refusaI of the Imaginary, and,psychaanalysis 
can _help to understand, the nature of', the break and the 

reasons for its success or faÏ1ure. Sa, .it i~ not so 
much the ayant-garde in itself wmch bo1ds a special . -. / .... 
relatl.onship to psychoanalysl.s, but rather the fact . 
that the av~nt-garde harbours the sarne question!ng 

attitude tawards its object" finds it~elf in tli~ 
. sarne post tian vi s-a-vi s i ts abject as psychoanalysis 

does 'vis-à-vis its own. Needless ta say, 'not aIl 

avant-garde films carry the questioning attitude through 

to the utmost extent, with the greatest awareness. , -
skill, or sucçess, and it---rs naturally -those (avant-garde 

films that rnake ~he greatest effort in-this direction 
which will interest us the most. Christian Met.z defines 

~ 

the study o~ film thuslyi 

Toute réflexion psyçhanalytiqû(! sur 1~ çiné-, 
ma 1 ramenée -à sa démarche la pl us fondamej:L-

tale, pourrait se détinir en termes l.acaniens 

\ comme un effort :Pour dégager~l • objet-cinéma 
de l,imaginaire ~t pour le conquérir au sym-

2 ' bo1ique. 
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'That is ta saY"~hat the ci~ema, as we already ~ow, 

offers i tself as sornething to he loved, enjoyed, or 

desired, and that the àvant-garde establishes itself 
a difficult knowledg.e upon ()that pleasure or, fascina
tion. Indeed, the avant-garde film defines,itself 

vis-à-vis film in much the same way as eurrent film 

as . 

theory does r 

J 

--

le problème ~u cipéma ne fait que se redou
bler en un prob1ème de la théorie du cinéma, 
et nous' ne pouvons prélever la connaissance 

que- sur ce que nous sommes tce que, nouso som-
./ 

mes en tant que personne, ce que nous sormnes 

en tant que cUlture et société). Comme 

dans les luttes P91itiques, nos seules armes 
~ 

~ 

sont celles <:le; 1. 'adversair~, comme Em anthro-
pologie, notre seule source est l'indigène, 

coltl:tll!! dans la cure analYtique, notre seul . . . '" 
savo~r est celU1 de l'analyse ••• C'est l~ , . 
retournement et lui 'seul • • • qui définit '-

la prise de posture où s'inaugure la connais-
, ~ 

sanèe. Si l'effort de la science est Con-
\ . 

stamment menacé d'une rechute dans cela même i 

, contre quoi il se constitue, c'est parce 

qu' il se const! tue 't:0ut autant dans que 

contre lui • • • Le travail du symbOli~ue. 
chez le théoricien qui voudrait cerner au 
,. _ - - ,J 

. cinéma la. part de l'imaginaire et celle du 
symbolique, est toujours en danger de s'en
gloutir dans 19imaginaire que nourrit le 

éinéma, qUi rend le film aimable, et qui 

susc~te ainsi jusqu'à 1 'existence: du théori
cien (= lt1'envie d'étudier le cinéma", cormne 
on le dit plus couramment).3 ~ 

...TheY reasons which push film theory into a psychoanaly-
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tic perspective re precisely the ones lfbich define a 

privileged relat~.onBhiP between,psychoànalysis-and the 
avant-garde. Th "avant-garde cinema seeks to hé knov-

'" ~ , '" 

ledge about cine a in the sarne way as~ though in an 

other matter of xpression than, film theory. -It also 

con!?tantlY, runs ihe risk of bein~ swallowed up by the 
very pleasure wh!ch motivates/fascinates it, and of 

........ ' " 

reproduéing rath~r than analysing it. In the case of 

the avant-garde cinema, the mechanisms of qefence , 
vhich woUld ward, off any such temptation appear to 

l ' 
have been firmly', established as the ~émi.'tting yilifi-

cation of narra~~ve films carried out by mo~t avant~ 
garde theorists ~uld seem to imply. In this sense, 

- .1. • t 

they are caught \ln the d1alectic of the good and the' 

bad'object, in the process of creating a void for the 
pleasure of fill'~ng Oit up again. The Hollywood film, 

which is the gOOd object, must be cast in the raIe of 

that wh!ch is béid, it must literally he turned into' a 

bad abject, 50 t~~t the avant-garde can theri 'represent 
Ltself as the gohd object, the object to 'he ;toved in-

, : -
stead'of HollywoOd: 

'1: J 
:1 / 

C'est ,très. souvent pour exalter un certain 

cinéma:: qu'on en a violemment attaqué un 
Il ..--_____ M 

" autre:., "l'oscillation du 'bOn' et du 'mau-
vais', l'immédiateté du mécanisme de restl-'J . 4 tution appar~is~ent alors en toute clarté. 

To r~place one object with anothér, of course, ia not 

necesaarITy to 0 1: ercom~ fascinatiol}, but to define it 

differently. 

The avant-garde, then, ia {q. a situation analo-

. gous to t~t of p ychoanalysis or of anthropology. Its 

knowledge can onl~be acqQired from within, despite, 
over and a~~st hat which it studies. On1y the 

native ~s the ture, Only the dreamer understands 
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the dream, and yet these are precisely the peapl~ in 

the least advantageous position ta deliver that Jmaw------ ~ 
/ ledge for they are held, produced, fascinated by it. 

" " That knowledge does not offer ~ tself as something ex-
ternal and objective, it occurs, if at all, as some

thing profoundlY internal and constituent. It iS'pre

cisely in tha distançe which the avant-garde seeks to 

maintain vis-à-vis' that whi'ch fascinates i t, and the 

knowledge it seek'S to· produce, tha,.t i t hol~ a privi
leged re+ationship to psychoanaiysiS. It . s an attempt 

to "symbolise" the Imaginary. Il ,Pscyhoanaly is i8 the 

science of that transformation, it can pro . de the 

means for the symbolisation. r.) 

• 'The second quéstion, regarding the effectivity of 

psychoana1ysis, lS really only the inverse of the first. 

Inasmuch aS we define. the i,mportance of the avan,t:-

. géJ,rde wi thin a PSYChoanfjC perspectl ve, we also de
fine preciselY the effe ti ty of psyc~oanaIy~is vis-à

yis the avant-garde. Th r le of psychoanalysis, hare, 
. 

is not to stand asa' body of know1edge that can tell 

us about' the avant-garde, or ~s a technique which can 

exp1ain the secrets Of the avant-garde. These are the 

usua1 conceptualisations ~t psychoanalysls vis-à-vis 

cU\tural production, and ~here are a number-of reaSOns 

• why they will not work. The specifie object of psy-
"if. 

choanalysis is the urlconscious whereas the unconsclous 

r, 

is nat the specifie object of the avant-gard,e cin~ma 

(its object is cinema). If psychoanalysis wet:e here 

ta be enJ{saged, in its traditional roIe, one would 

have to ;i.nunediately ad~t that ,thJ films and theories 

of the avant-garde can not he analysed because they 
, . 

nei ther dream nor speak and COnsequently have no un

conscious. They would be unavaila~le to th~ knowledge· 

of psycooilnalysis. Films and theor-±e8 are at-best the 

products of an unconscious. A psychO anal y tic inter- o 

pretation would therefore have to show how 'the uncon-
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scious of avant-garde theorists and filmmakers acc::ounts 

for their products. This WOUld necessitate' t:he analy

sis Of aIl such people and even if that were passible 
or desirable, there is no evidence "ta suggest- that the" 

, . 
"sum of individual analyses coUld account for the surn 
of avant-garde production. At best, each analysis ., 

<2 ... , ~ 

mi~ht be abie to account for peculiari ties but i t 
~Uld not account for regularities acros~ products. 
reguUu:-i ties such as ,style. côncern, '§ubject-"ll1atter. 

The point 6nce again 'is that the object of psychoanalY-
rJ " l ' 

sis is the unconscious and :ç,ot the functioning o..f cUl-

tural products. The elements or similari ty across 

pro"ducts must ~herefore he accounted f01= in more -"so
cial" terms. It is the co~cept q,f the Other which. f 

------ 1 when app11ed ta the relationship between cul tural pro-

ducts and to that qgainst which tgey define themse3.ves, 

can be useful, in adtldtting of prec~sely a social ex

planation, because it aima" not .at the individual or 

the uncanscious, but ai:!> the proeess of structuration 
• t" 

within which individual-s operate • 

. 'From psych~analysis.is drawn, on the one hand. - il 
mode of questioning" and on the' other band, t~ speci
fie concept of the O~~er. This concept bas so far 
been use.d in' otwo slightlY different ways which it 'lis'" 
usefÙl ta specify. rie propased the general definition 

of the Other as that without which no- self-definition' 
1 0 • • ' 

is possiple, and proœeded to demonstrate its effecti-
u u. sj-"" 

vi ty as off-screen look. Xt occurs,· therefore, on the 

'one band. as a body of ideas, discourses, or practices 

whicb have been rejected (~hat wit~~t' which no self-
~ , , 

defi·nition is possible) J and on the other band, as an 
I~) • .#0 ~ ~ 

" activé strûcfuring agent (the off-screen look). The 

reason ~for thi~ dichotomy is Obviqus: the Other~ 
only ever express itself in historicailY determiMte 

Q . ' 

situations, in actual practiGes, through the lives and 
bodies of conërete individuals •. so~ even 'thciugh ît la 

, , 
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a body of ideas whibh has been ,rejected. the ef'f'ec1:ivi':", 
, i\ ' '" • . 

ty' Of, tbaj: ..rejection exprësses i tse1f in prac~caî :ways. 
The lOg1c'Of' that which bas been rejected 'ins'in~tes \ " 

.. i~~lf into thé' discourse' of the a1lël~t-gard~" such tllfi: 
wben the av.ult-ga~de speaks, 'it does' ~ in the language 

, of the Other. Its actiyi t'y 'as ~ff-screen look is the 

reinscription of the Other irlto' si9n!fIing practiœ 
through the life and body' ol . an historiCallY determina

te indi vi dual , the avant-gard~ theorist or fi!Jmna,kér. 
, l, • 

Bow, then, does the Other maÎÛfest i'tself in :the 
, (;& ... • ~ ~ h --- • f. 

case o~ the avan~-garde Cl.riemit? To answer .tha1;. question, 

directly raises probleIl\S. for by ~wè~ng' ~.e one im
~edia tely begins to specifyë ': the O~her mamfest.1 t-
self this way or that. An idea3. .avan~-garde 1.s there-,' 

• IJ _ .. 

by constructed lIhen in fa,ct the avant-gar~e i8' the: 
• ~ lot • • 

f~eld of a dispersJ.on. '!here is no~ one-; single, uni-

, tary avant-garde--.-- There are several avant-ga~de prac-' 
tices spread out over time and space. 

. The notion of avant-~rde ...... 

'!he term avant-garde produces no· unanilid. ty amongst 
~se to whom i t 

wbat the word actually' designates Cà -genre, a' movement, 
an attitUde) ~ . as to what ibs liistorY or perlodisations 

, ~ 

a're, as to whcm or which films' :l t should in,clude. as 1:0 
, , f ' , 

i.ts relations· te other fillnS or arts~ as tO"what its - . 
objectives are or'.ought ~ be. ~ enter the domain Of 

the a~t-garde ~~ to ènté-r the field of a dispel-pif:ln. 

J 

< In tbis respect. i t is IlOt. 'Very difgerent t'rom the ovar-
a1:1 sitJation of film theory in gene~. ' 

'lbe very notion of avant-garde. then, is probleaaa-
'\ 

tic. In ~r introduction ";to A Hiatory of the Alft9r:l.ean 
) 

Ayant-GaJ:àe Ciœma, Marilyn ~inger states. 

,r, 

For each age, fOr each place. for each time, 
thare bas a1ways been an avant-garde. Heètor 

~o,z--;- • .' BeethOven ."~ • James Whistler 
• • '" GertrUae Stein • • () • '!basé and other 

1. 
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artists'were avant-garde; their work was . 
misunderstood, mocked, even banned or des-
troy~d. 5. 

. - -~~ 

She then appro~ngly quotes Amos Vogel: 

,. 

It appears that in every ge:qeration there 

exists an amazing dichotomy between artists 

and audiences J wha't is invol ved is a new • .... 
and therefore disturbing approach to fo~ 

o and content. The artists, as usua1-r-a.re a-
head of t;heir audience. They see farther. 

They are ~X~ sensitive. The aUdience is 
shocked z i t does not know wh~ t to think • • • 
AlI of tms figures 'for the art fomn of cine-

6 

ma. (_1 
, These two quotation~uratelY represent fair-\y 

common beliefs about the avant-garde'oartists, and art 
in general, and variations of this position govern aIl 

"~êf 

ly 
the traditional writing! and much of the theoretical
informed discussion of the avant-garde. This posi-

• 1 

tian, ,however, immediately rai ses , difficUlti~s because 

ft posits the avant-garde 'as universal, bec;use it 
suggests that the avant-garde is essentially .defined' 

~ . 
by i ts advance on i ts own time, and because by analogy 

it unproblematicallY extends to tue cinema a situation 
which may o~ lIJay not exist in the ,other arts. 

The first point of interest is the insistent assi-
1 

ndlation of film tQ art, bath by association (Berlioz, 

Beethovên), and by explici t statement ("the art form 

Of cinema"). Not: only ls the concept of art not dis-. ' 

cussed--i t is presumably. something _ desirable--but 
the attitQ.de is reminiscel'lll::. 'Of the"" early struggles for 

, - J --

film respectability sO clearly played out in the 

~ritings of a Lindsay or an Arnheim.1 
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Thé quotations furthermore describe a process of 
the avant-garde becorning" the mainstream. The artists 
mentioned may once have been considered avant-garde . 
'but they now consti'tute the mainstream. If the avant-
garde becomes mainstream. then the t~ are distinguish
able strictlY in terms of their temporal relationship 
to one another: Beethoven is no longer avant-garde 
bu~ John Cage i5. and given enough time, Cage will not 
he either. Avant-garde and mainstream therefore be
come, for aIl intents and purposes, exactly the sarne 
thing. This should cause us ta, seriouslY doubt if "for 
each age, for each place, for each time there has al
ways been an avant-garde." The very notion of avant-, 
garde appears to he a construct of modernism and prior 
to the modernist age it makes little sense ta speak 
of an avant-garde. Furthe~re, withÎn modernism it-

• 0 -. self, whatJntght be·called avant-gardè 1S already the - . 
mainstream, without the need for the passage of time. 
For example, it is not as though Andt Warhol, uwho has , 
been characterised as "avant-garde, If were1 painting in 
opposition to academic àrt for there is none any long-

ft. 1 ., 

er. The "avant-garde" 1S al! there 1S~ _If l.n rela-
tion to film it ~ay appear that we' can cont~nue to say 
that avant-garde filmrnakers do in fact film against an 

\ academic style, then there is an abusive assimilation 
~f Hollywood to a cademi C1 sm, and the èntire problem is' 

cornpotmded 'by the fact that film was bom into modem
iSm and that the cycles and-periodi~ations of the . ' 

va'rious social 'practices are qui te' differént and auto-
nomous from one 'another. How reasonable would i 1: be 

~, 

to say that Chaucer was the avant-garde of bis day, 

that Confucius was the avant-garde Off bis, or that 
Glen 'Miller was the avant-garde of bis? Can we seri-

ously speak in these cases of an "amazing ~ichOtomy" 
induced by '.'a new, and therefore disturbing approach 
ta form and content"? The pJ:Oblem is simply this& if 
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there l)as always been an avant-garde, if it bas always 
been tlmisunderstood_ mocked lt or worse. if there bas 

always been "in every ,generation .•. --: an amazing di

chotomy bebreel'l artists and aUdiences. tI then the rela-

tionship between artists and audiences must by defini

tion have always been the sarne. If it had varied_ then 

artists might not J1.ave always been in advance of their 

aUdience. And indeed, a quick glance é\t the history 

of Western art will dispense with that illusion. The • 
relationship bétween artists and audiences has been 

..-----" 

~ghlY variable, dependent ~re upon conditions of pro
~ction and exchange than upo~ a~tistic essentialisme 

The'- mposltion of audiences, and of' those who 'W(!re artists, 

changed enormously over ~e centuries., since that 

relationship bas been unstable' at best, it is quit~ 
1 ssible to speak of an inevi tabie distance bet:wèen 

arti~?d aUdience"s. Sorne audiences were perf~ctly 
in tUne 'witÎl ~r ev:en anticipated iformàl change • 

. The diff~~ulty,with the dichotomy rests upon the , 
fact that the rtrtion of avant-garde carri~s the conno-

tation of rup~ure when in fa ct it also deJignates YQ

oroken 1inear progression. If we oonsider that sorne 
1 

films are avant-garde and that their avant~gardism 
keeps having to get more extreme as the mainstream 

catches up with them, then we have oonstructed a model 

i,n which the new flees ahead of the old, in whicn the 

old keeps getting newer and the new keeps getting older. 

Ne have copstructed a sys~em of gradual change in whiçh 

sorne artefacts lead the way for àthers.-·-~It ls diffi

cult to say whether the history of art can he usefully 

constructed around such lineages or whether art pro
gresses ~at alla Indeed, if art-does progess_ does that 

, . 
mean that next year's films will he better than thia 

year's? 11: appears,' therefore, that far from-being 

L versa1, the very notion of avant-garde ia qui te 0 de

p~ndent upon a given artist/audience relationshi~ it-
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self produced by the conditions Of production and ex-
h "". . cange at a g1ven t1me. 

The uamazing dichotorny" is a pérsistent notion, 
however, for it does in fact seern to be the c~se, at 
least in the present day. It rests upon the notion, 
ho;ever, that everybody has equal access to ~ll cultural \v . 
production and that as an unfortunate matter of taste, 
the rnajority has rejected the avant-garde~ This of 
course is not true. The people who ~ay have rejected 

1 

Beethoven do not, for example, appear ta have been the 
lumpenproletariat, and even if they should reject him . 
today, it does not appear that it would be out Qf a dis7 

agreemept with formal change. Nonetheless, if ve ternpo
rarilY' accept the notion of dichotorny at its face 
value, outside of historical and class determinants 
which rnake it a rather insignificant concept, we are 
faced vith a paradoxe On the one hand, ve know that 
the dichotorny is reproduced in every generation, even 
though (because?) the artist/audience __ relati~nship has 
not changed, and that it takes a new form in every gen
eration, that is to _sây <that the distance between art- ..j, 

ists and audiences is incarnated differentl~ each time 
though it rem~ins the sarne distance (the e~umeration. 
of ~erlioz, Beethoven~ Stein, etc., surely indicates 
the constancy of the rupture under its various forms). 
What is more is that the old distance of a previous 
genera,tion is assimilated by a pew ge~eration. The 
avant-garde ~comes the mainstream. 50, in the face 
of generationll acceptance, the ~ame artist/audience 
relationshÏp perpetually regernerate~he sarne distance. 
How is it possible for the rupture té re~in a rJpture 
when it i~ sa clearly assimilated? Does one generation' 
forget what the previous one knows so that the rupture 
~an he reproduced? r f so, how can\\ the new genera tion 
have come to accept the art 'form which the previous 
generation hâd rejected; and still he faced with the 

1 

107 

j 



,f 

/ J/ 

( \ 

.J 

/ 

j 

1· . 

'. 
j 

1 
saDe "amazing dicbo~omy"? Clearly, the mos~ ~Zing 

, -aspect of this dichotomy is tha ~ i t sbould still serve 

as a theoretical ~ A vay out of the paradox ia 
suggested throq;h recoursé to the,artistfs sensitivity. 

("The artists~ as usual, are ahea~ of their audie~ce. 
\ " 

They see farther. They are mre sensitive. "). BOw do 

the artists, who are after all contemporaneaus with 

their audiences, acquire the sensitivity whicn others . 
seem ta laek? Even more mysteriously, why do suceed-

ing generations come to jlccept the "avant"garde" that 
• 

their predeeessors had rejected? ls it because suceed-

.i~ genera tions have ~hemsel ves, on a MaSS scale, be-

come IIOre sensitive? What would aecount for so ma~sive~ 

[2
'" increase in sensi ti vi ty (or sensi ti vi ty increased 

just -enough to aecept the old but not the new0And 

~hat ~uld posriblY\ ac~unt f~r the Jejection by still 
more distant generations of an avant-garde ~t had at 

one time been aceépted? 

\ 

l , 

Obviously. tbis wœle approach is c~ught up in 

romantic notions of individual cre;ttivity and genius 

w~reas~acts elearly~excee~, ~ueh a ~ncePtualisa
tiod. The question of artistic production and of i ts 

\ 

reception ean not be satisfactorily posed in terms of 

individual creativity for such an approach invariably 

raises more questions than i t answers. 

If va were to' concentr.ate somewhat more on the 

specifici ty of the artist/audience relationship, some .. 
, -

thing which the romantie approach vi th i ts insistence 
\ 

upon thE! individual specifical1y forbids, then it 

migh~ he possible ,ta discover other less contradictol:]' 

and less problemati,c determi~nts at work in any .. ~ 

.' 0, • approach to fOrD! and content. ~ It i$ fairly 
easy, in support of this contention to ci t.e numerous . ' 
examples in which artistic intentionality. was quite 

insignificant vis.-à":vis the ideological/poli tica,l/in

sti tutional constraints at play. the Reformation and 
, . 
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Counter-Reformation. commissions by royal families and 

heads of state, religious painting, HOllywoo~ film 
production, Harlequin romances, etc. 

It woUld seem, therftfore, that far ,from being a 
phenomenon symptamatic of evèry age, time, and place, 

the avant-garde is an historical construct of moderniSm 

tied more clasely to specifie historical oontradic~ons 

than to a transnistorical or transcUl.tural artistic 

essenti ali sm. 

Though the notion of avant-garde may be a con-

• struct of mod~sm, we are still faced with the fact 

that within that construct several practices contend. 
T~e various practices are i~formed by different con-

~. 

cept.ualisa'tions of the rOle of art:; of the nature of 
t?~--Ô~her, etc. 'Ta say this of course is to recognise

the~avànt-garde cinema as a signifying practice caught 
"'~ '.up in the movement of social contradiction and inscri-

bed'within various discursive formations. As a signi
fying practice, it constructs subject positions by' 

ar-t,anging signifiers into certain 'configurations. The-' 

specif~c way in which this signifying practice arranges 

signifiers causes those QOnfigurations to be called 

avant-garde. The sub ject-,Posi tions m\lst be sufficient-

1y marginal to attract attention to themselves. The 

reasons for this can onI1 he found W the conflict of 

social practices. Sorne practices become insti tutional

ised and hegemonic, others remain peripheral. 

We shall deal wit.h the avant-garde cinema of the 
ninet . ties, sixt!es and seventies. taking Europe-

-~ 

an and Americ practices together. The choice of 

groupings i6 not gratui tous. In the 

nineteen fifties~ an indigenous American avant-garde 

_had begun, and a European one had already been esta

blished. Furthermore, HOllywood was incontestably 
insti'tutionalised. From that point onwards, we are 

therefore afforded a fairly clear gemOnstration of the 
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interaction of two broadly coneei ved practiees wh!ch 

will be the. site of the intervention o~ the Other. We 

should net fail to mention the relative abundaxt:e of 

material on ws periOd and its continuing importanèè 
) 

to theoret!cal deba tes which malte i t possibly more 
relevant than the French avant-garde of the nineteen ." . twenties, for example. It woUld he poes11:)le to study 

• 
the French avant-garde of the nineteen tventies in the ' 
same manner but the coordinates woUld bedifferent. 

1 

The Other would he spread out across a num:ber of social 
practices which i t would take some considerable Ume 
to reconstruct, whereas from the nineteen fifties on
wards, it tends ta be concentrated on Hollywood--hence 

the impo~nce of it~ institutionalisation--and we can 
safely assume familiari ty ri th HOllywood. Also, sincè , 

the nineteen fifties, 1;.he avant-garde has undergone 
~ interesting shifts such that the~,1-s n~w an 
~-iclrde which detaches i tself from the avant-garde, 

a post-lOOdernist avant-garde . wh! ch ')1's in sorile ways cri-

tical of the avant-garde. , 
! 
1 

The Other 

Hollywood, and all that implies, sta11ds as the 

Other of the avant-garde cinema, a constructed Other. 
.... The avant~garde constructs Hollywood as i t wishes to 

hate it. P. Adams sitney, one of the leading Anterican 
" () , , "" 

avant-garde film ~rists, ~ites in visionaty Film, 

1, 

~ precise relationsb?-p of ~ avant.-garde 
Cinema ta American comm,erclal fil~ is 'One of 
ra~cal otherness. They operat,e in/different 
realms with next ta nô significant influen
Cé" on •• ch other. 8 

Si tney opp'oses them as tvo autonomous and already fully 

conati tuted realms. If they are autonomous realms 
there' is no need ta oppose them except perhaps in a . 

110 

1 
" i 

1 
f 

1 
i 
1 
1 
1 
1 

f 
1 
1 
r 

i 
1 



,~; 

" 

f 
f 
:;! 
" 
<, (r j , 
,< 
'ij 

, 
., 
~: 
~ 

1 

( 

.J -

didactic, demonstrative sense (avant-garde films do 
• 1 ~ 

tbis, whereas HOllywood films do something eise). The 

opposition, however, is somewhat more dramatic •. ln 
Parker Tyler' s words "big commercial film ha~ so long 
neglected its natural oppartunities,,9 that the art of 
film has degenerated into "one of 'the bad habits"of 
society • • • Technical flash and professional Splash 
have been exactly what "entertainment film", has sub-

"'. 
stitbted for serious themes and tru~y artistic treat-
ment. ,,10 Here, the avant-garde haJ a moral flJ!lction 
over and against HOllywood' s Itimmorali ty" c 

( 

It is the moral preservation of the film as 
a nonconunercial exploration of technical and 

the' • . hi' • tif Il aes tlc poSSl 11 es. 

1 • 

.. This assessment, w~~ch gives the avant-garde an 
./' 

ethical purpose whi~e·~efining it strictly as a forma-
lism, is echoed throughout the writings on the avant-

• • 
garde. Hollywood's "badness," its "flash" and "splash," 
its absence of "serio'l\~#-themes" or "true ,art lJ is attri-

" butable ta its institutionalisation and consequent 
commercialisation. Parker Tyler again stateSI 

In the big indus~rial studios, the camera-
now as, large as a public monument--is aosort 
of gargantuan fetish, a Fr,ankenstein's 
monster that can swallow and reproject vast 
panoramic spaces âs on the new grandeur 

- -
screens. So i t is a fi tting symbol of com-
merce. The ~xperimental ,cinema i9 not at aIl 
like that, being as personal as a hunting 
rifle when compared to the collectiVéness of 
a canon on a battleship. If, in the art of , 
painting" the brush is traditionally the in-
di~pensab}e instrument of wô~k, in the art 
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of" film, this instrument ia the camera. The 
. ----

commercial (industry regards th~ camera only 

as a carry-aIl. an i~genious baggage.OOmpart

ment into wlÜch an art i.~ stuffed and then 
_~ _____ ~ r ~ 

purveyed in "magic reels" ta be unloaded in , 
Il • 

theaters. ActuallY, the camera con1;:al.ns as 

Many secrets of ··signifiéà.nt fo~" 'as does a 
.. ,- 1 

pencil, a br~sh. or, ~or'that matter •. the 
- . 

spout used by modern pa1nters who pour their 

.f torms on can":'j12 

Tyler of course, rePlays;ithe assimilation of' fi:im to 

art and casts ~OllYWOOQ as that which has no signifi-

cant rotm. It il:; vari,ously "commerce" and, an ttindus-
j 

try." . It is "'big," '''large,'' "gargantuan," and -'lcol .... 

lecti ve. ft Yet, he also expresses a fasc~nation wi th 

the. image, vi th the Clamex:a tha(t has become fetishised, 

wi th 'the "vast panoramic spaces" and the "grandeur 

screens"--he himself confesses that the camera contains 

"many secrets of significant form"--he even goes sa 

far as ta speak of, "magic reels." The ambivalence to

wards the fascination of the image and the need to, 

---- \ 

construct HOllywood as a bad object is important be- j 

cause it pervades the avant-garde's rel~tion'to its 

Other. 

In nineteen fifty-nine. disappointed vith thè 

"official cinemà, Il Jonas Meltas called for the establish

ment of a new American cinema, a cinema which woU!d 
"break the stifling"conventions of the dram~tic' film ... l3 

1 / A new, g~neration of filmmakers vith shared c~racteris-
tics would establish i ta ' \ 

\\ 

ijasical:lY, they all :i' 

- ,mistrust and loathe th'e official cinema and, 
;i. ts thematic and formall. stiffnessl 

"f ar~"~jJna-riiy occupied vi th the emoti9~al and ( 
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i~tel1Jctual~nditions of thei~ own~enera
tion as opposed ta the neo-realists' pre
occupation with materialitYJ _ 

seek to free them~elves f~m the oyer
professionalism and overtechnicality that 
usually handicap the inspi~ation and spon
taneity of 1 the official cinema. guiding. 
themselves more by intuition and improvisa-_' 
tion than by di scipli ne-.- (As the postwar 
emergence of neorealism freed cine~tography 
from the conventions of studio lighting, 
thereby coming closer to visual truth, so 
th~ new generation of film-makers MaY event
ually free direction, acting, and sets ~rom 
-their dead and commercial conceptions 'an\q 

\ i h' . go on to se ze the trut of the1r exper1en-
ces and dreams.) 

Obviously, this is not what the "profes
sionals" want. These fllm-maJters "Will be 

severely criticized and, perhaps, '~Ven accu
sed of betraying cinema. However, they coine 
clos~r to the truth with their nakedness 
than the "professionals" wi tl} their preten-

r 

~ous expensiveness. 14 

These denunciations sound like the inverse of , . 
envy, almost as though avant-garde theorists ~egretted 
the absen€e of money, technical professionalism, and 
popUlar acceptance but had decided ta make virtue of 
necessity by denouncing their presence in the ~ther 
camp.' H~re, va find a1so the exact avant-garde scena
rio 1 a group of indi viduals, artists, ~head Of thei r .:
time, Istrugg1ing against a hegemonic prac~ice in the 
face of'oscorn and misunde~st~nding. Consequ~:mtly, in 
contrast ta, H011ywood's corruption and distance fram ~

getnuine values, the avant-garde proposes' the rediscove-
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ry of "truth, Il l::léfth of oneself and of the world, through the 

liberation of the' image, as though the truth could be 

acquired through vision. The equation~of vision and 

knO'liledge is another theme which mimicks the oost C:las

sical HOl-l:~od-based ontologies and which rune through-
out the avant-garde. It recurs in the ideolOgy and 
in'th~ phenomenologically inspired nature of much 

avant-garde theory. 

In nineteen sixt y-one, Mekas' calI was answered 

by the fonna tian' of the New Arnerican Cinema Group 

which published this statement: 

The pfficial cinema aIl over the world is 

r1llUlli.ng out of breath. It is morally cor

rupt, aesthetically obsolete,- thematically 

sup~rficial, te~peramentallY boring. Even 

the seemingly worth,.,hile films, those that 

lay claim to high moral aild· aesthetic stand

ards and have been accepted as lsuch by pub-

j li c and cri ti c alike, reveal the decay Of ' 

the Product Film. The very slickness of their 

executi~n has becom~ a perversion covering ( 
the falsity of their themes, their lac~ of 

. sensi ti vi ty, theîr lack of style • • • As 

agai~ the other ·art;s in America today • • • 

our rebellion against the old. official, 

co~rupt, and plfetentious i8 primarily an 

ethical one • • • In joiI:Ùng together, we 
want to make it cle~r that there is o~ 00;" 
-sic difference between our group and organi

zations such as United Artists. We are not 
, 

joining together ta make money. We are .join-

J 

\ 
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ing together ta make films. 15 

John Hanhardt, Associate Curator of .Film ~t the. 
Whitney Museum of Arnerican Art, 'writing in A Mistory 
of the American Avant-GardE; Cinema, proposes a very 

l ' 

( similar view of Hollywood and echoes the same concer;ns 
J vith truth, knovledge, vision, and formalismt 

J 

J 

The avant-garde film of Europe, of thé 1920'8, 

and in America with increasing ac.tivity sinee 
the early 1940's, aspires ta a radical 

otherness from. the conventions of filmmaking 

and the ass~tions and conditiop~ wmch 
inform the dominant vièw and experienGe of 

film • • • This cinema subverts cinematic 

convention 
-i ' 

properti'es 
~y ~l~ring the medium and its 
and materials, and in the process 

" l' 
creates i ts own history separate :from that 

1 

of the classical narrative cinema • • • 

CThis ocinemaJ encouraged i ts priva te. use by 

ax:tists who share i t vi th others and. sought 
ta liberate their visions and ideas tbrough 

tEë)manipulation of the camera apparatu~, 
,lenses and celluloid. 16 

Paradoxic~lly, the percei ved opposi tion~ between 

the, avant-garde cinema and i ts Otber (HOllywood) have 

been IOOàt clearly ,stated by two theorists who are at 
opposi te extremes of the- theoretical 'spectrum, Gene 

YOlmgblood and Peter Gidal. Youngblood t s EXpanded 

Cinema is a systems theory approacb to film perhaps 

most notable for i ts liberal -mixture of bio-ecological , 
mysticism and cybernetics Ca brief rurldown of sorne' 

chapter headings is a good indic;ations Radical EVOlu

t~on and Future Shock in the Paleocyberne~c Age, -The 

Intermedia Network as Nature, Global Closed 'circuit, 

115 
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-The Barth as Software, The Human Bio-Computer and His 
El.ectJ:omc Brainchil.d, The Artist as ECOlogl.st, etc.), 

wbereas Gidal. is a Ma,pdst of extremel.y- pol.emical. ~ 
informed by the latest debates in French cu1tural. , . 
ory. That they shOuld bath have conceptual.ised social 
change at the level of fil.mic practice j,n essentially , 
the same ~ terme may net be 50 mucli a comment on the . . . 
efficaci ty of ma~sm or 'tstems theory as on the 
power of the Othe):' to insinuate itself into the dis

urses of people al.most despite their stated'politi-, 
positions. 1 The empi~cal fact remains. however, 

t it is quite possible ta reject the. ~ctivity of 
ther, if only beèause it is possible ta reject 

pos:ltions of Gidal and YoûngblOOd., This WOUld 

lead one to suspect that it is the very nature of the 

bbject lof study, f!l.m, which so effectively substitutes 
he discourse of the object for tHe discourse about /' 

the object. YO\Ulgblood states the oppositions, central.":: 
ly in 1 a chapter' enti tled "Art, Entertainment, Entro-

, py," on a :moral/formal Plane,17 whereas in Structural 

Fi1m'AnthOloqy Gid~ states them on a-~pOlitic.l/fOr.mal 
leveJ.. 18 El!lsentially.the same presuppo~!tions subtena 

. J:Iotll sets of oppos! tions. Y01D1gblood opposes Holly
wood (the. colIIIDercial. ci~) ta the avant-garde (the 

synaesthet:l.c 1 cinema'> in ~ fOlloYing way. 

COMMERCIAL/SYNAESTBETIC 

pasei ve/aeti,ve 
redUDdant/original 

unhealthy!healthy 

enterta!DlDén:t/art , . , 
man!pulation!expanded 'vareness 

J 

t Idr • r ., ",.... T .-

-1 
1 
1 

1 
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profit motive/personal V1s~on 

eXploi t~tion/explanati~:m Ù 

candi tioned formulas/crea ti ve process 

gives 'thât we ·want/~fves w:hat we don't know we want 
',plot, story/plotles~, open structure 

AS> YoungbloOd sta tes: 

Commercial entertàinment works.'against art, 
~ J • 

exploits the ..ali:enation and boredom of the l" 

pUblic, "by perpetuating a system of condi-
. , 

tioned respon~e to formulas. COmmercial 
entertainment not only- isn·t creative, it 

actually destroys the audience' s amli ty to 
appreciate and participate in the creative 

• 
process • • • By 'perpetua ting a destructive 
habÏ t of unthinking response to formulas, 

~ fo~cing us to~lY ever more frèquently 
on me~ry, ~pe oommercîa~ entertainer en
courages an unthinking response to daily 

life, inhibiting self-awareness. Dr~~n 

by the -profit mo~ve, the co,mmercial enter-' 
taine~r dares not risJt aliena ting us by 

att~mptin9 new language even if he,were ca
pabl~1 of i t.. He seeJts o,nly' to gratify pre

condÏt.ioned needs for formula· stimulus. He 
offel;"'s nothing we havenet alreàdy conceived, 
noth\ng we don' t already expect'.----·Art. ex

plains; entertainment exploits. Art is 
1 

freedom fram the candi tions of memory; en-

tertqinment is oonditioned by the past. En-
" 

tertainment gi"!9s',us what we owant; 'art giV'es 
us Wha t we don' t know we wan t. 19 

i-. 
Gidalts argument has been useful1y summarised ~ 

Cons~ce Pel'Îl~ as fOllOWS,20 

11'1 
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NARRATIVE/EXPERIMENTAL 

idealism/materialism" 

ideology/know~edge 

reproduction/production 
narrative/non-narrative 
illusionist time/real tirne 

. si gnified/signi fier 
- n ' 

In Gidal's own wordsl 

L 
o 

In dominant cinema, a film sets up chara-c
ters (however superficiallY deep tJ1eir mefo
dramas) and through identification and va-

J 

rious reversals, climaxes; complicatio!1B 
tusualIy in the same order) one aligns one
self unconsciouslY with one or more charac
ters. These internaI connections between 

vie-wel:' a~d viewed are based on ,systems of 
identification which de~and prirnarily a pa;
sive audience, a passive viewer, one who is 
involved in the meaning that word bas talœn 
on within film-joumalese, i.e .. ta be not 

~nvol veg, te get swept alpl'!g thro)gh ~rsua

sive emotive devices em1ùoyMr1iY the film 
director. This system of c:i.-Aematic func

tioning categorical.ly ruJ.~f!J out any diaiec
tic • • • The commercial cinema could not . . 
do wi thout the rnechanism of identification. 
It if3 the cinema of consumption., in -which 
the ~wer is of necessity not a produœr. 

'of ideas, of knowledge. 21 

CiearlY, the avant-garde constructs a jaundiced 
viey of Hollyw9od. The Hollywood film h~$ only faUlts. 

l' 

To it is attached every undesir~ble ana reactionary;: 
attribute. Perhaps thé question we shoUld now ask , 
-. ." .. '. 1 , 

:: 
li,. 
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OUrse Ives is whether it is aIl true, whether t.he 

HOIIY1rood film really is the way the avant-garde ~aYs 
i t is. On the one hand, sorne of theattributes seem 
~ . . reasonable enough. The prof~t mot~ve does loom large, 

Most HollY1'100d films proclaim -themselves unabashedlY 

ta he entertainment. The entertainment even fits 

what appear to he predetermined formulas. These films 
, 

do mobilise enormous illusionistic techniques. On 

the other hand,.. the vigour and breadth of th~ condem

na ~n, the ease of the opposi tions shoUld gi ve us 

seriO\ls pause for reflection. ls the equation of 

narrative with commercialism, entertainment and passi

vit y jusUfied? Is it true that narrative or commer

cial cinema manipula tes and that the avant-garde ex

pands awareness or that narrative conveys ideology and 

that the experimental cinema conveys lmowledge,?_ Could 
there be an ideology of knowledge, coUld the ~ynaes

thedc cinema "manipulate" while/in order to "expand 

awareness," must narrative necessarily Mean commercial-
'", 

ism..!-_must enterJ:ainrnent pa bad, etc.? The problem 

here is that HOllywood is, being construct.ed as too 

convenient, too easilY dismssable an abject, and i ts 
construction fails ta grasp the complexi ty of HOlly

wood bath as an insti tution and as a series of films; 

mostly, i t fails ta address i tself ta the cent.ral 

question of Hollywood' s massive populari ty. 

If Hollywood really is as the avant-garde claims, 

why is it sa dominant? Ta explain its dominance 

strictlY lin terms of i ts economic infrastructure 

hardly explains why audiences were originally willing, 

before the existence of the infrastructure or the 
1 

institution, ta pay to see early narrative, films 
thereby allowing bOth the infrastructure and the in

sU tution to become es tabl i shed . To explain i t'in 

teI1t\S of a conspiracy or of manipul.ation fails ',ta 
j 

explain how sorne people managed to,escape both the 

) 1 ... 
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manipulation and the conspiracy in o't'der te propose a 

counter cinema. Likewise, to say that the aUdience is 

condi tion~d or has poor taste or is simply stupid 

augurs poorly for the succe~s of the avant-garde en

terprise. If the audience really is abject, why 
would i t respond to the avant-garde? Furthermore~ 

how does the audience manage to he abject while those 

who supposedly pro duce the abjection, and who are the 

audience's contemporaries, manage to totally escape 

the abjection and acquire the information necessary to 

make others abject? The oOnvenience of these.dioho
mies elides the central question: why is' the Holly

wood-type film so popular and sa dominant? AddrelElf:!.ing 

that question lrould cause the avant-garde ta consti tute 

i tself differently. The early mstory of film indi

oates ~ plethora of styles and possible directions~ . 
but on~ type of illusionism came te dominate: the 

narrative realist film. l.t was not foisted on the 
public, the public was' not coerced intc açcepting it. 

Quite the contrary, the pUblic vOted with its 'feet.

Box office returns showed the popularity of sorne films 

and not of others. As 1re have previouslY stateél, 

Hollywood as institution was built upori ~he internal

isation of codes and not vice versa. Tha t is to say 

that Holl~~od 'irnpOsed neither itself nor its dis

course. The conditions for its institutional,isation 

existed before i ts appearanée and those conditions 

called forth i ts appearance." Tha t is to say, in 

essence, that the Hollywood film is popular and do~ 

minant because the state of ideology/cUl tutle produces 

it as such, not because of sorne sleight of hand. The 

question of i ts populari ty must,_ therefore, he addres-
, , 

sed by the avant-garde. The avant-garde' s avoidance 

of preciselY that qJ,lestion
r 
is the surest guarantee of 

r' al_ i ts construction of Holl~od as ~ ts Other. 

It is only in terms of that Other that the avant-

120 
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garde finds any justification or self-definitlon. The 
, ' 

avoidance of any questions on the pleasure of the 

HOllywood film can he explained by the fact that the , 
Other structures the avant-garde. 'lb question pleasure 

i8 to recognise not only the effectiveness of Holly-
• 1 

wood fl.lms but also their "goodness." If they are 
• r 

"good. ft then. ei ther the avant-garde has no real pûr
pose or' it bas misconstrued its purpose and its meth

ods. The Other, then, reinscribes itself within the 
discourse of the avant-garde causing i t ta reduplicate 

the discourse of the Other. 

The re~nscri~tion of the Other 

The reinscription of the Other occu~s as the 

assumption by the avant-garde of the ca~egorie~ and 
ideologies of the dominant cinema. Through i ts insist-, 
ence on the act o'f seeing and i ts fascination wi th the 

mechanisms and machines of that vision, the avant.-gar
de reproduces the ideology of realism" as well as the 

techniques of the dominant cinema: lx>th fetishisé 

the look. This leads ta the same conflation of vision 
.<1 • J • 

and knovledge ~n the avant-garde C1nema as ~n the 
1 

dominant cinema. l t i s extendeC! to the phenomenolo-
gical discussion/description of avant~garde films and 

to the search for an essence. 

Let us examine the two lists of oppo...si tions once 

again. A ,common theory underlies them bath. Whether 

it he in the terminology of Gidai or of Youngblood. 
bath neces8arily pOsi t a type of image which has an 
actual effect upon the viewer and/or upon thè viewer t s 

:world. That is to say that they both pos~t an image 
, which, on the one hand. captures the look of the world 

• directly and without mediation, and which, on the 
other band, is thereforè able" ta capture 'the l()ok. of 

. the subject. As Ken Kelman writes, avant-garde film
makers "project genuine experienceand direct' vision. ,,22 

.. .,.. 
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Or Sheldon Renan: "Sorne underground films are good. 

Sorne are bad. A few are great. But whatever they are, 
, underground films are the film artist· s muni tigated 

vision. ,,23 Bath posit a type of image that causes the 
4 

viewer ta become active, that',ls ta say to become aware 

of the image as image, and therefore of the act of see

ing. As Gidal states: 

viewing 8uch a film i,s at once viewing a film 

and viewing the 'coming into presence· Of the 

film, Le. the system of consciousness thàt. 

produces the work, 'that is produced by and 
in it~ 24 

J 

The consequence, then, i8 tha~ sorne images dir~ctly af

fect the viewer., They capture the world in a direct and 

unmediated manner and when the viewer looks at\ them 

s/hè sees the world. Needless ta say, this is preciselY 

the theory that halds that some images are sa powerfuI, 

usually sa powerfully corrupting, that viewers must he 

protected from them. ThÎ,.s is ex~ctly the rationale for 
censorship. In' the terms of Gidal and Youngblood, how;;' 

ever, the'effèct here is aIl for the good. Sa, despite 

the fact tha t they bot1t calI for the viewer' s awareness 

1 of the image as image and of the act of seeing, they 

bath also paradoxl<?ally celebra te the fascination of the 

image by pasi ting an image that is transparent to and 

, which effaces itself bef.ore reality. Bath posit the 

~ssibility of seeing o~eself seeing. They bath posit '" ~. an\ '\'l'· which can say "I see myself seeinglf in that the 
l' 

''l'' \becomes aware of the act of loaking. In Gidal 's 

wdrds: 

A film p~~~~ which one watcbes 0neself 

watching is reflexi ves the act of self-per

ception, of consciousness ~~. becomes one 

122. 
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of _the basic oontexts of one's confrontation 

with the work. 25 

Here, however, the "In and the "myself" are not split. ' 

They bath refer to the unified subject as punctual source 

of i ts own knowledge. The looking sUbject posi ts an 

IiI" wmch is its representative, ,the "r' of the enouncedt 

'~ 
sttbject l 

The "1" of the enounced then appears ta post t i tsel.fc 

~ 
l myself 

The "myself" is of 'course another representative of the 

original looking subject. The "1" of the enounced re-'. ) . . dJ.scovers l. tself l.n the "myself" of the enounced there-_ 
by denying any split. It is,able to posit itself and ' 

ta recover i tself • The distançe bebleen the ,subject 

(Of enunciation) and the "l'' of the enoUnced is totally 

collapsed 'because the ''l'' of the enounced. which could 

have si~alled the split in the sUbject, is here i~e

dia tely caught up in the. "myself" of the en0lll'l:ced. which 
is precisely the instance whic~ posi ted the "1" in _the 

first place: 

SU~I 
~ mys~~ 

If the distànœ l5etween the two were recognised. the "1" 
could never' see ttmyself" seeing. "1" could only know 

that ''l'' was a representative, a signifier of something, 

which is not seen (the sUbject), whicn escapes every 

time "1" try to get near~r. It can only he known through 

i ts representati ves and evèry approach of i t (the sUbject) 

is an appraach Of t:he signifier, and the signifier is 

also its alienation fram itself. ,The "1" and the "my-

1) 12.1 
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self" are therefore but two terms of the same subject 

locked in etemal contempla1;:Îon of each other. A con

'templation which bath affirms and extends the fascina-, 
tion of contemplation, a contemplation which locks the 

J 

sUbject into its imaginary identifications, 'hbich posits 

it as unitary and unified. lie are returned to the trans-' 

cendent ego of Phe~omeno19gy, which reproduces the cen

tral errer of psycllOlOgy: "Cette erreur est de tenir 

pour uni tai re le' phénomène de la conscience 1 ui-
"" ' .,26 meme. • • .' 

The belief in direct vision and the unified subject 

are precisely the cons ri tuents of the ideology à, real

ism as propounded by Hollywood. The very work of-'1.;he 
, '~ 

cldssical Hollywood narrative is' to efface the traces"of 

i ts own enunci~tion, that is ta say ta const! tute a uni

fied subject (of enunciation) by giving i tself as an' 

image of reality, as transparent to the empirical world 
~ 

thereby installing direct vision such tha t vision of 

the fiim ~s vision of reali'ty i tself. It is recognised, 

however; that the classical narrative real.ist film i5 

not reality but rather a mode of representation, a spe

cifie configuration of signifiers, the work of a signi

fying practice. The avant-garde's mode of representa

tion is likewise a specifiç cofifiguratipn' of signifiers, , 
the work of another signifying praatice. The error of 

J 

the avant-garde appears to lie. not in recognising HOlly

wood as a form of illusionism, but in mistaking its ovm 

illusionism for rea1ity. As Constance PenJ.ey states. 1 

\ . 

) , 
15 presenting an image, of a filmic process, 

even the process of the • coming into presen-

ce' of the very image we are wa tching. a way 

of making that process, the image of that 

~rocess. more • there t, less imaginary. (be-

cause trul.y 'present'), more directly appre-
1 

hendable by perception? If the cinema tic 

" 1 
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signifier shares the characteri,~c st.ructu
.~ 

ra tion of the Illli;\ginary, then,"'to insist on 
o "! ' 

the presence, the 'mater-iali'ty' of the image. 
would tha t not be to simul taneously (uncon-

1 

sciously) insist on its absence, woUl.d :i,.t , 

not 'risk moving the i~aginary quotient' up yet 

another notch? Ta show the film in i ts ma
teriali ty - for example, ta film a sfrip of 
film, or ta emphasize the screenj as sur.face· 

t 
\hrough pro jecting not images, but clear . 

1~9ht onto the screen - is ta show the film 
i ,ifs 'materiality' at the very moment that 
i, is no longer film. The piece of film 

/fobtage we see is not 'the film. the film 
, , 

e:x:ists onl.y when it is projected~ the empty, 

white screen is also not the film, the film 

existE! in a dial.ectic of' image and screen -
when we see a, screen, even in all. its 'ma' ... 
t~riali ty', we are ju~t seeing a screen • • 
The imaginary can only endlessly be pl.ayed . \ 
out, 1. ts endless metonymY can only be stc?pped 
into fictions of materiality, never materiali

. t f 27 ty ~ sel • 

, The avant-garde reaffirms the fascina tian of thè 

image. Not only, however, ao these theories posit di- • 
rect vision and hence a tmified subject, but they also 
establish vision as an epistemological tool. vision 
can allow one to Jcnow about the pro cess of Production , 
of the image and about the act of seeing i tself. thereby 

brealdng the fascination of illusionism. Vision beco~s 
equated wi th lmowleqge: 

.a. 1. lœ .th! for aImas.... all • • • fl.lmma rs Wl. n the 
American avant-garde, the cinema is an in

strument of discovery, a means of èoming to 
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)Q'low more. or mor~ clearly, what i8 most 

e8sential • 28 

\ 

Seeing is knOlY"ing. As Annette Michelson succinctly' puts . 
the case: "Epistemological inquiry and cinematic expe-

• '\..._ • •• •• 29 rl.ence, ~nverge, as lot were, ~n rec~procal nu.IneSl.s." 

As the vision has defined itself as knowledge about 

i tself, what is mostly ta }Je seen, according to avant

garde wri tings, is an "image of consciousness." Gene 

Youngblood wri tes: ItWhen we say expanded cinema we ac-
• ,30 i tually m.ean expanded consmousness." _ l? Adams S tney 

writes of Stan 'Brakhage"that bis wOrk describes the 

- "birth of consciousness,,,31 of Bfuce Baillie·s Castro 

Street that it is "the image of Consciousness.,,32 He 

refers to avant-garde filmmakers in general as "mytho
logists of consciousness ... 33 Of Wavelengtll Michael 

Snow says: nI wanted te make a summa tion of my nèrvous 

SYSt' rn, r~ligious i~ings ~nd esthetic ideas • .,34 

Anne te MichelsonJ , "There l.S a metaphor recurrent in 

con ernporary .discourse on the nature of consciousnesss 

tha t of cinema. Il 35 Constance Penley again wri tes: 

Tp~ughout A kistory, of the American Avant

Garde Cinema we see the sarne ernphasis. Wri

ting of Maya Deren's A study on Choreography 

for the Camera Lucy Fisher says: 'Thus the 

fluid transi tions of Beatty' s dance movements 

seern to stand as analogues for the rnovements' 

of consciousness' (p73); Stuart Liebman, des

cri bes Brakhage' s 'grea t pro ject ' as t the re

presentation of the movements of consciousness 

itself ,( (p97); Fred Camper insists 'that Jordan 

Bel Son 's film~ are 'not images at al:l, but 

forms of c0r:1sciousness t (p125); Ellen Feldmant 

'The use of persistence of vision }:lecomes the 
\ ' 

founQa tiO? ,for crea ting a~ analogy between the 

} 

\ 
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processes of viewing film and tha t of con

sdlousness' (p149) and 'the -film structure 

.functions as both analogue and an instant of 
consciousness. ,36 

Gidal adds: "the act of (self-perception, of cOnscious-
, '. 

-~----'*" 

" . 

ness ~ se:, bacornes one of the basic contexts of one' s 'r 

confrontation with the work ... 37 

, ln aIl of these inst~nces,_ the sUbject ~~ the trans':'
cendent ego of phenomenology locked in eternal self-con
templation. Not aurprisinglY, then. most of the avant

garde writing tends tp be specifically phenomenologicall 

The American criticism discussed here ta~s 
~ 

the phenomenological gestalt of cinema_ and 
of avant~garde films in particular, for gran

ted, both theoreticallY and hÎstorically. It • 
takes i ta cri ticêl1 cu~s from what is bas de-

termined ta be the nature of film and ~s~
cially of' these films. Thus, everyone is in , 

agreement. The filmmakers wri te their l'oreta
phars on Vision (Brakhage), Snow will talk of 
his pro ject of .making a film (Waveleng,th) tha t 

'WOuld be 'a definitive statement of pure film 
spa ce and time ••• aIl about seeing"_ 
Warhol ri,ll renûnd us to 'just look' •. The 

films themselVes will he sean as the exemplary 

Phenomenolo~,cal event. by their very nature. 38 

Metz links IPhenomeno1o~ with idealism and notes that·. 

Ce n'est certainement pas' par hasard si la 
figure majeure de Itidéalisme dans la thé
orie cinématographique a été la phénoménolo
gie, dont se réclamaient explicitement. Bazin 

et d'autres auteurs de la même époque, èlont 

1 
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dérivent plus Lmplicitement (mais de façon 

l'llus généralisée) toutes les conceptionS du ... 
• ." l'' • • J C1nema conune deV011ement mystique, comme 

"véri té" ou "réali té," se déployant de plein 
droit, comme apparition de l'étant. comme 
épiphanie • . • ces conceptions • • • ren

dent assez"'bien compte du "sentiment" qu'é
prouve le Moi leurré du spectateur • • • Mais 

! c'est le leurre gy H2i. qui est leur point a
veugle . • • Le "il Y a" de la phénoménologie 
proprement dite (philosophique), comme révé
lation antique renvoyant ~ un sujet-percevant 

/ 
(= "cogito per~ptif"), à un sujet, pour lequel 

seulement il petit y avoir quelque chose, en
tretient des affinités étroi les ~t précises 

avec l'instauration du signifiant de cinéma 
dans le Moi avec le spectateur réfugié' 
en lui-même comme pure instance. de percep
tion • • • Dans cette mesure, le cinéma est 
bien' un "art phénoméno1ogique" • •• Mais il 
ne peut l_'être que parce que ses dét:ermina
tions objectives le rendent tel. La position 
du Moi au cinéma ne tient pas à une resse~

blance miraculeuse entre 1e cinéma et les ~a
ractères natureis de tou,te per~ption, elÜ! 
est. au contraire, prévue et marquée d' avance 
par l'institution (outillage, disposition de 

la salle, dispositif mental qui intériorise 
tout cela). 39 

.ln otl1er words, the phenomenologioal orientation \ of 

_the avant-garde rejgins the most classically realist 0 

theor1es of a Bazin. Bath classical realism and the 

avant-garde Pasi t- J unified subject, the subj~t of i ts 
i 

own consciousness which it can see. This ia the trans
\ 

cendent ego of phenomenology, t?e Moi leurré, the ego 

---
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which mistakes its representatives for itse1-f and thereby 

denies i ts spli t. The r there is" ( .. i 1 Y a") of pheno

menology necessarilY imp1ies this unified subject ~ 

whom there is something. The correlates of the uni--ied sUbject are, therefore, on thé one hand, . the dis-( 

ourse of phenomeno16gy, and on the other hand. the ---" 

ideology of reali,sm or of direct vision ( .. toutes les 

conceptions du cinéma comme dévoilement mystique, "vé
ri té" ou "réali té" ). . The place of the ego is entirely 

~etermined, however, as Metz point:s out, by the insti
fution' of cinema which is such that i t posi ts a unified 

sUbject. Here t}lE~n~ the <?:ther, that, is ta say Holly-

wood, its ideology and its institution~ are 'totally in-
1 

ternalised or reinscribèd within the discourse Otf the 

avant-g~rde. The subject upon which ,the avant-garde 

works, about which i t seeles to produce knowledge, is 

preciselY the SI-lbject as gi ven bl" the insti tution Of 
• 1 

HOllywqod. A~ Metz says: 
~ 

pourtant c'est le cinéma ~ la phénoménologie 

dans leur cf?mmune iU.usion de maîtrise ~rceR

tive, , qui doivent être éclairés par les can-

di tians réelles' de la société et dè l 'hormne. 40 

Consequently, though the avant-garde sets itself up as 

knowledge about the rmaginary, i t is Wlable to break 

the hOld Of the lmaginary, and the discourse about the 

the .... 'object becomes the discourse 2! the object.41 The 

long, detai1eq. phenomebologica1 Q~scriptions of avant-. . \ 
garde fl:1ms reproduce and ex tend the d~scourse of the 

films themsel ves just as the avant.-garde reproduces and 

extends the fascination of the image found in dominant 

einema-. 

The co'1:rel a te : of the defini tion of fi1m as the 
sceneof consciousness. is the defini tion of the es~ence 

of cinema as lying in preciàei:y those . el ements which -~ 

\ 
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maka consciousness mo~e present. As vision and conscious

ness are conflated, the essence lies in the material base 
of cinema and in those techniques whi ch consti tute the 
very image. Si tney describes the pro ject of the avant-

, 
garde as an attempt ta "define • • . art in terms of the 
essence of Ü:h~ ""materials' and tools~ .. 42 John Hanhardt 

writes, "This cinema slr6Verts cinematic convention by 

e,xploring the medium and its propertles and materials. tt43 

Of Malcolm LeGrice, Constance Penley makes this broader 
point: 

Like almost aIl other wri ters on experimental .. 
film (David Curtis, Standi,sh Lawder, Gene 
Young'blood, etc.) LeGrice emphasizes the 

close dePendence of the avant-garde aesthe- 1 

1 tic on technological development. More so 
than' wi th popular cinema, aIl the advances, 

in ava~t-garde 'film thought' have depended 

on the refinement and expansion of the tech-' 
nological possibilities.44 

80th' t~~ avant-garde and classical realism' are greatly " 
concemeâ with the ttspecificallY cinematic, ft' that is to 

" 
say with the 'essence of film. Where classlcal theOries 
sa~., i t in the moat perfect reproduction possibl~ of the 

empi~ical world, the tot~l effacement of the cin~ma be

fore that world~ what Bazin called "plus de cinéma." no 

more, cinema, the avant-garde loca tes i t in the teclmo-
, ' 

logy of the ,~~nema, that ~s te say in the foregrom'lding 
and deconstruction pf the very ;processes which parmi t 
the exiskence'Of an' image. This concem with techno

logy is itself reminiscent of the technicism of Soviet,' . 
filmmakers of the ,twenties, or indeed of Hollywood's 
oWn ma$sive deployment of technology, and alsO of Bazin's 

P
eC:hnOl' gical determinism. 45 For Ba~in, the t.echnolo-

gi volution of the cinema Iwa~ of parall'Dunt. impor-, 
• 1.' 

, ' 

\ , 
130 

1 

,. 



( 

( l 

i, 

l, 
1 

t 
r l 
c '-" l, 

1 

l, 

t 
t , 

i' 
f 

1 
\ . , 

~ ... ,. 
, ' 

~ . 

f , 
~ 

'" r 

t (i 
~ l. 

~ 
1 
J , 

r 
1 
!. 

, > 

o 
" 

'" 
\ 

/ .' 

.' 1 

tance in aff~cting film styles and was forever open

ing néw poss'ibi'litie~ for greater and greater realism. 

The avant-garde's ooncern with technology, ~he fact 

that it depends so massivelY on technological change 

and'on the investigation of technology (flicker films, 

zooms, camera-shake, 10ss 

rephotography, projection 

of lOOp, film scratches, 

set-pieces, etc.) appears 

apparatus and a rema~festa-
l, 

as a fetismsation of the 
1 

tion of Bazinian idealism. As Metz states 1 

Ce n'est pas par hasard qu'rI existe au 

cinéma, chez certains qpérateurs, certains 
~ .... " 1.1 • • • 

metteurs en scene, certal.ns crl.tl.ques, cer-

tains s~ctateurs, un véritable "fétishisme 
46 ù 

de.la techDique". 

~s,fetishism is the ultimate capture by the Imagin

ary in the face of a denial of that capture. Avant

garde films are involved in showing the techniques 

which crea te , illusionism. Sho~ing the techniques is 

no 1.ess illusionistic than' shonng anything else. The 

more one insi~ts upon the cblem~tic sighlfier, 'upon 

~i~s presence, the ~re one aiso insists u~n its ab- , 
\sence l:>ecause the cinernatic signifier com1M.nes a high 

degree of perceptual presence with total physical ab

sence. As Metz Jhijs argued, the ciaematic signifier 

ia imaginary in its very constitution not in what it 

may come to represent. If the goal of avarlt-garde 
~ .rJ ~ (1 (Î 'r 

cinema, then" is to break illusionism by expanding 
awareness or ,vision, we ~must_question the effecti vi ty 

of its strategies. ~at does it mean to show'the 

p~ess of production of J.llusion in a way which can 
- . 

i tself oply eye,r he ill ~si0lÙrsti c? On the one band, 

the foregroundit::!9 and deconstruction of the techniques 
is a dem!al of iU,\~on. The denial Jof the illusion 

ls,_ howeVér, the surest avowal of the iilusion' s pOwer. , , 

\ , -.... -.. _ .... ,--.- ......... ~.,.~- ."..::::-..--.:::~ -_._---
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As in a dream, the thought that i t i8 only a 'dream is 

i " . a vay of controll ng arua.ety so that the dream MaY go 

on. 47 .~ 
&-

• 
The use of self-reflexive aestbetic strate-, 

gies • . • whether or not "the images show 

the functiomng of the camera, projector, 

ed! tinq equipment or use "filmic ma terial 
l , 

processes" as subject· matter. celluloid 

scratches, splicing t~Pe marks,'processing 

stains, finger print:s, image slip, etc. • . 

If we take Metz' s. t.hesis tha t the primary 

identification is vith the camera, then lie 

must immediately question the "objectivity~ 

of the strategy of sbowing tile spectator 

those "protheses" of hi~ own bOdy, of his 
own vision. it is qUite ·liJœly that this 

. COUld reinforCê the primary identification.48 

The techniques bath deny, and through the very 

need to deny, affirm the fascina tion of the image. 

They are a fetish. 

Quant au fétiche lui-même, dans ses man:lfes-

• tations cinématographiques, qui ne verrai't 
. qu'il consiste au fond dtlns l'outillage du 

cinéma tout entier (II la "technique"), ou . 

dans le cinéma tout entier C01lllDe outillage et 

COJDlDe technique, POur les films de fiction et 

,~ur les autres? • '. • Ainsi, Par rapport 
. ~u corps désiré--au corps de désir, Pliitot--,. 

~ 

'" le t'éti che' est dans la même poei tion QJ1e 

l'outillage technique par rapport au cinéma 

, dans son ensemble. Fétiche, le cinéma 
COIIIIDe performance technique, comme prouesse, 
comme yploitl exploit qui SOuligne et 
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accuse le manque ou se fonde tout ~e dispo-

sitif (L'absence de ~'objet. remplacé par 

son reflet), exploit qui consiste en même 

temps à faire oublier cette absence.49 

Metz goe5 on to point out that film theory is also 

rooted in the fetishisrn of technique CUle théoricien 

du cinéma conserve forcément en +ui • • • cet intérêt 

pour l'outillage sans lequel il ne serait pas motivé 1 

à l'étudier.") He points.specifically to: 

les cadrages, et aussi certains mouvements 

d'appareils . .. • ouverture et fermeture 
progressives en fondu, iris, fondus-en-
. . , 50 
chal.nes " 

To which we might add aIl those techniques so prominent 

in the avant-garde woose function ls ta foreground 

the look by'giving something ta see, theréby empha

sising the frame edge (Warhol's Blow Job for example, 

or even Sleep, Wavelength,' etc.) or, which trouble 
~-

vision, deliberately not giving any-easil~ recognisa-
, ' 

ble object ta see (almost aIl of Brakhage, for ex-
! 

ample) • 

Though the avant-garde may break narrative, it in 

no way breaks illusio~s.~. On the'-contrary, it feti

shises the illusion. Al though the avant-garde esta

blishes itself as knowledge abOut something, it does 

not nec~ssarily manage to break away ~rom its object 

Ol;' to produce the knowledge. '!'bis fetishi stic i acti

vit y ls also the way in which the Other operates as 

off-screen look. In cl~ssical 
c 

cOther subsumes the look of the 

establish the spectator as the 

in avant-garde film. it retfies 

;\ 

narrative cinema. the 

spectator in order ta 

subject of enunciation, 
the look. 

/ 

.' 
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These minim~list efforfs, in their att~mpt 
to strip away all problematic significations 

and replace them with a hyper-rational and 

conscious knowledge, idéntify this enter-
" . 

pri~e as the cinema of lack par exceLlencei 

it constructs emptiness and insufficiency 

only in order to fill i t • . • But even if 

fetismsm i5 basic to art-making, 1 there are 

still degrees of the quest for an unproblem

atic center of signification, a unified and 

coherent subject., a position of pure mas

tery, a phallus which lS not decomposable. 
And, it is t~rough the look, that is, across 

the spec~ar regime, that the subject assures 
- , 

lùmself of the integri ty of the object and 

thus of bis own body. The minimalist film 

lrork, then, serves a defensi ve function for 

the spectator, assuring the sUbject contrOl 
oyer hi~ ,own bOdy a~)!t>ss an- identification 

with the camera (as carrier of the look) 

whi~h then reorganizes space, time and sig-
• i. f 

hlfication according to the needs of? bis own 

narcissism • • • The defenses against the 

drives are as important as the activity of 

the drives themsel ves and the notion of 

cinematic flpleasure tl will have ta he compli

cated through an analY$!s of the possibdli

ties of defense afforded by the cinema. 51 

;r~e avant-garde cinema appears, therèfore, as a de-
\ 

fence against the pleasure of the look aftorded ~ tqe 
damnant classical realÎst narrative. It bath affirms . 
that ,pleasure and denies it. ' Laura Mulvey bas suggest:

ed that the pleasure of the classical narrative'cinema 
,lies in how it structures the look into narrative, 

allowing p~ntasies tO be played out in:,rela p.pn ,to, char.J -

, '. 

" 
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The magic of the HOllY'WO?d ~tyle at i ts hast 

(and of aIl the cinema whieh fe1l witbin its 

sphere o~ influence) arose. not exclusivelY, 

but in one important aspect, from). ts skil
led and satisfying manipulation of vfsual 

pleasure. Unchallenged, mains.tream film 

codep the erotie into the language of the 

dominant patriarchal order. In the highl.y 

. de'veloped HOllywoOd cinema i t was Only 

through these codes, that the alienated su~ 

ject. torn in bis imaginary metnory by a 

sense of 10ss, by ~he terror of potential 

\ack in phantasy, camè near ta finding a 

. glimpse of satisfaction: through i ta formaI 

beauty- and i ts playon bis own "f'ortrlati ve ob
. 52 sessJ.ons. 

But, as Penley adds: 

J 
In terms of a pdli tical filnunaking 'practice, 

a practice whose emphasis is on transforma

tion ,ta ther than transgression, is there any 

way to eliminate the imaginary relation be

tween spectator and screen? Is there any 

way to systematic~11y subvert Ws relation 

wi thout ending up' in tl\e impass~ described 

above. 53 

. 
The question i8 important for i t is pnly bY,,,-_ .. 

brealdng the imaginary hOld of the image that the 

avant-ga rde can f ree i tself from i ts Other to reconCE!p

tUalise its entire problematic. In the face of a 
highly persistent imaginary capture which is the very 

stuff of the cinematic signifier and which structu~s 
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t'he entire insti tution of cinema, the obvious answer 

) 

appears ta insi~t more upon symbolic relatiqns and less 
1 / 

upon imaginary ones. Barthes.suggests that ~e film 
experienoe be "oomplicated"z \ 

/ 

1 

Comment se décOller du miroir? • • • Certes, 

il est toujours possible de concevoir un art 
qui rompra le cercle duel, la fascination , 
filmique, et déliera l&empoissement, l 'hyp
nose du vraisemblable (de l'analogique), par 
quelque recours au regard (ou à l'écoute) 
cri tique du spectateurJ n'est-ce pas cela 
dont il S'agit dans Iteffet brechtien de 
distanciation? Bien des choses peuvent ai-, 
der au réveil de 1 'hynose (imaginaire et/ou 
idéologique), les procédés mêmes de l'art 

1 
/ 

épique, la culture du spectateur ou sa vigi

lance idéologique, contrairement à l'hys

térie classique, l'~maginaire disparaîtrait, 
dès lors qu'on l'observerait. Mais il est 

une autre ~nière d'al;Ler au cinéma: (~tre-

~ \ ~ 1 

ment qu' armé par le discours de la 1 contre
idéologie»). en s'y laissant' fasciner deux 
fois 1 par l'image et par ses entours, comme 
- J 

. si j t avais deux corps pervers prêt à féti-

~ser, non l'image, mais précisément ce qui 

l'excède: le grain du son, la salle, le 
noir, la masse obscure des autres corps, les 
rais de la lumière, l'entrée, la sortie, 
bref pour distancer, "déCOller". je compli
que une "relation" par une "situation".54 

Paying attention ta "bat exceeds the te1ation (the . . 
Imaginary). Wha t exceeds i t is the sound of the voiee, 
the darkness, etc.1 the history of the institution • 

In "the sâme vein, COnstance Penley Suggestsl 

/ 1 
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There is p'erhaps oruy one way to complicate 

this partieular (imaginary) relationt lang

uage can offer us an ob~ique rOllte thraugn 

the image; i t can "unstick" us a li ttie fram 

the screen as Barthes would say • • • I~ges 

have very little analytical power in them

selves; thei r power of fascination and iden-

'J , tifica tian is tao strong. This;s why there 
~ 

must always he a commentary 2.!! the imagè 

simul taneously wi th the commentary 2.! and 

with them. 55 

Barthes and Peniey are, here p bath calling for a 

more materialist approach and underlining again the 

greater or lesser futility of, work on the processes' 

of perception, by' themselves. Heath states: 

[ŒhliJ is where i t becomes pOssible to say 

that the narrative space of film is tOday 

not simplY a theoretical and practical 

actuali ty but i6 a crucial and poli tical 

avant-garde problem in a way which offers 

perspectives on the existing terms of that 

aetuality. Deconstruction i5 quickJ.y the 

impasse of formaI dev;ice, an aesthetic of 

transgression when the need is an actuality 

of transforma tian, and a poli tically conse...; 

quent materialism in film is not to be ex

pres5ed as veering contact past internaI 

content in arder to proceed wi th "fi~m as 
1 

film" but rather as a woJ;k on the construc-

tions and rel a tions\ of meaning and subject 

in a specifie signifying practice in a given 

soeio-historical situation, a 'WOrk that ia 

much less, on "codes" tha1lon the operëltions 
of narrativisatiol'}. At i-ts most effectively 

13,1 
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critical, moreover, that work may well beà 
li'ttle re~embla:nce ta what in the gi ven si tu

ation is officially acknowleaged and defined 

as "avant-garde"-; in particular . • • i t may 

weIl involve an action at the limits of 

narrative within the narrative fi'lm, at the 
linù ts of i ts fictions of uni ty. 56 

What we have, then, across these three quo

tations is a calf for work on history: -qhe history of 
j . 

the institution, of the viewing situatioJ,j, of the 
l' 

dominant form of cinema. That work 'WOuld neeessarily 

".recognise the specifiei ty of the signifying practi.ce 
and, therefore, only study l t in determinate socia-

l 

hÏstorical si tuations. It would not he work upon 

codes, for to recognise codes, to foreground and de

construct them, only leads ta the impasse we have en

co~tered so far in our discussion of the avant-garde 

cinema. 1 t would he a 'WOrk upbn the history of these 

codes .. That avant-garde already exists. 

The recent work of several women filnunakers 

focussing9n feminist concerna i5 less a 

work on "codes" and "perceptual processes" 

t.han i t is on narrative, fiction and the 

constr~ction of another subject relation to 

the screen. It is not the MOdernist pres

sure to,.,ards finding the most ",advanced" 

sOlution to formaI problems whlch moti vates 

filmmakers like Chantal Ackerman, Marguerite 
! J 

Duras, Yvonne Rainer, pabette Mangolte, 

jackie Raynal and others • • • l t is the 
1 

pressure of a specif~C soeio-mstorieal si

tuation which demands this response~ a situ
ation in which narrative and the subject 

1 

placement i t invokes i5 dominant • • • The 
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strategies of these femini:pt filmmakers 

point to a ma~er of reworking subjectivity 
witbin an analysis of social/sexual relations 

which avoid the sorts df transgressions of 
! 

the symbolic pa ternaI f1lnCtion which risk 
ending in id~ntifica tio~ wi th pa tri a rchy .51 

What is the subject const! tuted ~ the avant
garde? It is a subject which has enUrely internalised 

the institution of the dominant cinema and which 

fetishises that institution and ita codes. It is, 

stricUy speaking, a perverse subjec:t. one which 
lcnows i t ls spli t'and yet deDies i t, one which affirms 

the Ima~ina;y while trying ta break with it. Hence, 

its identification vith patriarchy which constructs 

sexual àifference such that perversion (fetis~sm) is 
one of i ts modali ties.. The question of the consti tu-

~ . 
tion of the sUbject, ~refore, is closely linked ta 
the queS~~l difference and of the vay in 

\ vhi~h tha t difier~ncJ eXpresses i tself in gi ven bis...: 

torical regimes (1.e. patrlarchy). 

The cinema ls a play between framentation and 
w}x)leness of the image, the dominant cinema tending 

ta restere wholeness. The avant-garde appears ta 

insist upon fragmentation and the pleasure is derived" 

from the Jt:nowledge that i twill not restore wholeness.
The laJOvledge, ta be precise', is of whoIeness, of the .., 
dominant cinema, and the enjoyment resides in the 

recreat!on, through negation, of that pleasure. The 

a~nt-garde _ demes, and in 50 doing, affirms 1 the 

feUshifi±,ic pas! tiôn by defini tion. Though the look 

o~ the Other ls here inscribed as absent, the look of 

the spectator is not merged vith it. The look 
of the spectator is made tp want to see beyond 

the image'. The avant-garde is a mise-en-scène of 

desire, gi ving something beyond which the eye asks ta 

• ___ lr __ ~ __________ ~ 
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Dans l'apologue antique concernant Zeuxis et 

Parrhasios, le mérite de Zeuxis est d'avoir 

fait des raisins qul ont attiré des oiseaux. 

L'ascent n'est point mis sur le fait que ces 

raisins fussent d'auçune façon des raisins 

parfaits, l'accent est mis sur le fait que 
.' 

même l'oeil des oiseaux y a été trompé. ~a 

prèuve~ ce-est que son confrère Parr,hasios 

triomphe de lui, d'avoir su peindre sur la 

muraille un voile" un. voile si ressemblant 

que zeuxis, se tournant vers lui, lui a dit ~ 

Alors, et maintenant, montre-~, toi, ce 

~ .:E:! .!ê. fait derrière~. Par quoi il 

est montré que ce dont il s'agit, c'est bien 

de tromper l'oeil. Triomphe, sur l'oeil, 

du regard.58 

This discussion of the avant-garde in the light of 

the concept Of the Other has taken us bD a point which 

marks its limit= the question of history. That is to 

say that the concept of the Other. though it a110ws us 

to discuss imaginary captures, necessarily,refers us to 
the Symbolic, in that the types and shapes of captures 

always exist at specifie socio-historieal times,. 'l'O 

say that the avant-garde fetisbises the look i6 meaning

less unless it is specified how that cornes about, un

less some evidence can he offered. Any evidence offered 

will simul taneously and necessarily he evideriee of ho"., 
- / 

the look is fetishised at a specifie Ume, in a speci-

fie place, in a specifie war. So, though we are dealing 

wi th a prob1em of the Imaginary, i t on1y occurs in the 
• j 

Syrnbolie. '!'hi S woUld appear to he a limi t ta aIl wc rk 

which' defines itself as being upon the Imaginary. Even 

Freud did not simplY discover the Oedipus oomplex, but 
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he diSCO~ it under a specifie fom. This 1s the ne
cessary imbncation of Imaginary and Symbolic which has 

been a thread throughout this thesis, moving from se

mi'iltics, discourse theory, a~ discursive formations in 

the field of the S~bolic to signifying practice, the 
look, and the subject in the field of the Imaginary. 

The movement now teturns us to the SyrnbOlic for the . . ~ . question of the Other ra1ses very real questl.ons for any 

semiotic or historical conceptualisation of the cinema. 
If we may now take i t as demonstrated that the do-. 

minant classical Hollywood narrati~ is the Other of 
the avant-garde and that it structures the avant-garde·s 

self-definition a6d practice. we may indicate sorne of 

the historical problems raised by the concept of the 

Other, problems which lie beyond its scopa and which 
--

mark its 1imit. but prob1ems wmch may a1so in their 

turn return upon the lmaginary. 

Sorne problems of history 

'\ t. 

Any understanding of the avant-garde cinema re

quires a more than simplY passing know1edge of the 

narrative realist Hollywood cinema; it is eminently a 

problem of film history. It should then not logicali\y 

be possible to ~peak of an avant-garde film practice 
1" • 

prior to the conSOlidation of" narrative film'practiçes. 

Yet, .parrative film practices themselves are at best a 
ShifÜ,ng and unstable configuration. Even if the exam

pIe of Hollywood ia taken as the archetypa and epitome 

of a domi~t film practice, ~he history c;>f Hollywood 
woUld show quite <Uearly that styles, economic infra

strucutres and conceptions of realism, te name onl:;; th!-
, 1 

most obvious, had, changed qui te dramaticaily. This ,~~s 
an extremely difficult problem to resolve for clearly 

institutiona1isatiollt,did not happen overmght nor in a 

simply 1inear manner.' Different codes were interna~ised 
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and were dominant at different rimes>. Institutiona

lisation is an ongoing process expressing itself in 

more tir less stable but always temporary CXlnfigurations. 

It is the ongoing nature of the process 'of instituti

d:talisation that makes i t difficUl t ta speak of the 

avant-garde in general or of any particular avant-garde 

without inunediately specifying its Other. As it ls an 

ongoing process. to grasp i t is invariable to grasp i t 

at(a single, given, highlY determinate Ume, thereby 

circumscribing any possible avant-garde ta just a few 

films. In that case, either the (aVant-garde is posited 
_ • • J • • • 

as too vast--because the specl.fl.cl. tx of l. t~Other l.S 

ignored--or as tao constricted--because the ~pecifi

city of its Other is taken into account. Hence, the 

need to find some element of pertinence to define tbe 

avant-garde other than the historical contemporaneity 

of a number of films. Hence, also, the obvious diffi

eulty of this thesis ta select any specifie avant

garde. It i.,as resolved. in this case, by insisting on 

a Ume period whetr the insti tution of Hollywood, the 

Other, was "incontestablY consolidated. Then, the 

thrust O_f th! analysis was ta s~Ol'" not what the various 
films had in common (which -could De an a ttempt at essen

tiaiism) bUt to show that their Other wa~ CXlnstant--and 

constant because i t had been more or less stabilised as 

an institution. The di fficul t Y of establishing any 

single avant-garde is reflected in avant-garde writings. J 

Sitney dates the Ameri~an avant-garde, what he calls 

the visionary film, from 1943 tG the present without 

mentioning whether or not i t has reach~d the end of 

i ts hl.storical exi,stenee. Parker Tyler dates the tt un_ 

derground film" from 1957.59 ·David Curtis Se!e},fift~ 
years of relptivelY constant evolution beginnin in 

France in 1919.60 Youngblood dOes not seem ta back 

much beyond 1960.' In th~ light of an inabili t to fix , 

vith any immediate precision -the date of the consoli-

1 
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dation of a domiriant film practic~ (should i t he Defore 

or after the. arrivaI' of sound,. before or aft~r the es-

tEiShment of A and B films" before or after the U.S. 
a ti-trust sui ts, would there he two or several histori
ca iy definable institutions, etc.), the way then seems 

1 

open to suggest that before àny sueh consolidatiant all 

films '-lare more or less avant-garde. Though films such 

- as .The cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Man With a Movie Camera. 

,Battleship Potemkin, etc., have long aga passed into the 
j 
\/ , . 

pantheon of historyt s ~rkable f~lms, they aiso main-

tain a reputation precisely for tJ'ir tlavant-gardismlt 

and have been appropriat;' by va.dous tendencies- pr~
ciselY because of this q lity. VeI;"tov's films have 

. ~ 

variously been hailed as \he for~-runners of the 

documentary in aIl its tr~~sformations (direct cinema, 

cinéma vérité, war docUlnen~ary." etc.), and of the 
avant-garde cinema. Similar appropria tians have been --made as regards innurnerable other films. It was onJ.y 

through time and wi thin specifie filmie practices that 

given devices, styles, techniques, etc. t became inte

grated into the mainstream dominant film practice and 

ceased to be part Of a specialtsed, more or less mar

ginal. avant-garde praetice. The distance hetween 
/ 

~irth of a Na~on ë;lnd Entr,:;"cte may, therefore, not- be 
aSi great as the distance ',petween ei ther of these films j 

. 1 . • 
aqa any more recent Hollywood films. 

1 

ObNiously, this casts rather serious aspersions 

u)?On the film histories which already exist~ thosEt; 
1 ~ 1,/ l 

w;hieh record the succession of -events and those whi ch 

construct a parallel and separate history of the avant-, 
garde cinemê) as though i t existéd outside of, or in mere { 

opposi tion to, other film pracfl.ces. These histories 
, \ 1 

have for the most part been constructed wi thout reference 
1 to history in general anÇl . ~J 

most film histories are 'inventories' of , 
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directors and stars and most equate the g:l;'Owth 

of film vi th changes in i ta teclmo1ogy. The 

difficu1 t. t.ask of constructing a methOdology 

for investigating film and its -Past - for 
coming ta grips with the social, polÜ:ical, 
and economic forces which are the motor of . " 
its histary - this, task bas been laid aside 

and the end resul t ail a series of moka tha t 

~atalogue al.mOst a11 the same things.61 

The situation as regards the avant-garde ci~ma-< is 

hardly a17.Y betterl 

o 

Visionary_ Film and A History of the' Americ@ll 

Avant-Gal!'de Cinema are the first cri tica1 
histories of the Amarican avant-garde film • 
' •• together vith Thé EHenUal' Cime! •• 

- Although [iioniJ c1aim ta be exhaustive or , 
. defini ti va, they diseuss ver,y near1y the . 

\~ 
same filmmakers and cotVer the same years • 
• The fact that there is such 'consensus on 

the • subli'me achievement· • .; • of the Ame

rican ,va9t-garde aCCOrding ta the firet 
sèhDlfÇrly books dewted to i t suggests that 

a 1 pa~cu1ar corpus and a partiCUl.ar inter
pretation of 'i ta deve10pment are qu!ckly be-. 

- alming- standardised, thua threateDing the 

cri t:i.cal œcogni tion o~ those fiIJas whic:h am 
not included. 62 -

, 

Tbe. ti~ leastdiscussed ~'tbese b1s~ries aIsO ~tend 
ta 1 be those fi1llls which worlt upon narrative and tiction~ 

that is tp say, prec!selY those fil.m8 whieh' break vi th 
,,1 ' 

the lmag!nary, precisell" tbase films wbich share ne!tber 
the presuppositions nor the discourse of the "traditian-
: ' 

al" avan~-garde. 
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That film histories shou1d a11 appear ta operate 
" 'u 

fr6~ the 'rame a-historieal ~aradigm ia unsatisfying in 
• • 1 • 

l. tself, but even more dl.streS81.ng from an avant-garde 

perspective is that the history of the avant-garde 
should so easily he constr,ucted in isolation from the , . 
rest of cinema. 

, The question of how specifie practices become part 

of dominant or of avant-ga'l'de film Practices and of how 
1 Il ,~ 

the discursive formaticms in which the prij.~c~ are 

necessarilY el1lbèdded
h 

Ci.e., a. zoom in a western la not 
the same as, a the zoom in Wave1ength, not ~cause of 

---sorne inherent quq.1.ity of the zoom but because of the 
• • 

text in whièh it occurs) affect these appropriations 

could ~ry well provide another key to the history of 
the avant-garde film praetice. 

InteresünglY, avant-garde theorists are constantly 
(~, ' 

ppsing the problem or discursive formations. as an un-
-"':;''I~ ... \ • 

avb~'dable consequence of tryi~g ~o wri te the history of 1 

.2.. signifying practice, thou~h they do not fonnu1ate i t 

as such. Hans Richter ,.,ritesl 

It i8 ~rue that the commercial entertairunent
film uses Many of the }.iberating elements dis

oovered sinee '1895 by Méliès, Griffith, Ei-
, 63 

senstein, and others. 

1:-

And in attempting to d:lstinguish her film practice from 

that of others, Maya Deren said: 
i}~~~.~ :; 

- \ , 
. l'le ha~the fantasy films of Jean 'Vigo • • • 

and we have thê ëlvant-garde films that are 

set to poems or .ta poetic prose • • • then 
.' 

there 1 s wha t ~ -"\loUld term the "severe for ... 

malism" of Sergei Eisenstein /. • • There are. 
of course, the Cocteau mytp. fil.ms • • • And 

3 ~ght also 1 include a spec;ial class 0lf na-
.. I! .. 
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turalistic poetry documents • 
1 

Now these . . 
are, admi ttedly. only the main leads of a very 

broad field, indeed. Many definitions'are, 
required in order to isolate the poetic con
tent and the poetic potentiali ties in these 

" . t t', 64 var10US manlfes a lons. 

And Parker Tyler in a rare JOOment of insight states the 

case in terms of "stealingU J '. 

the small independent avant-garde as a who le 
can always come up Vith a fresh approach. a 
nelf technical method, an isolated "idea" • • 

~ *. • .. 
• the sad 1rony 18 tha t some technical feat • 
•• i8 ~xactly what, $ince it ia free-floaûng, 
i8 the ea~'iest _to steal.65 

The problem for theFEr\,riters is titat rather tfum re

cog~se the films as specifie conf~~ra tions of signi
fiers, they want te essentia~ise them and see the~ ,as 

," 

expressions of the' artistfs individual!,gemus .. This is 
A 

aootper effect of the bther. Avant-garde criticism re-

produces the iaolatry of the dominant cinema. ,It even 
has i ts own "auteurism" for the avant-garde is the ci
nema of auteurs par excellence. 

If li'S can fairly pose the hypothesis, then, tbat '~I , " 

under certain histerical circumstanpes, i.e., beforèL ' 

the consolidation' of a dominant film pracûce, all film 

practices ~re more 'or less "avant-ga.rde," then we might 
aiso fairly propose that a more useful abject of study 

would be, IlOt the avant-garde ciriema, however it i6 de
fined, but rather the history of cinematic practices 
and of their appropriation ta different dominant or 

avant-garde practi~es. This WOuld lead to a breaking 
down of any rigid di~tinctio.ns between dominant films 
and avant-garde films. It,' 'WOuld t.end te consti tute 

/ 
1 
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them as socially defined pol~s or tendencies. This 

pOses the study .of film as the study of signifying 

practices and the study of praetices as the stUày of 
~ discursive formations .. 

Even if we adopt the point of view of discursi ve 
formations with its subsequent relativisation of the 

notion of avant-garde, we are still left, in a pur~ly 

phenomenal sense, wi th lat:ge blocs of films having un

deniable distinctions amongst them. This is important 
-j 

to understand for the whole thrust of the debàte so far' 

may appear ta have been ta relativise notions of the 

avant-garde and of the, dominant cinema to such an extent 

that meaningful distinctions hetween types of film have 

becorne impossible. It could appear that this project 

serves to- blur distinctions and ta make defini tions 

more difficult rather than 'Clearer. That would he the 
opposite of what is intended. 

The ternpta tion, when faced wi th the task of de-
I 

fining a type of cinema, is ta have reçourse to the 

metaphor of genre, to say that the avant-garde cinema, 

like the western or the gangster film, is' a genre. This 
1 " 

1 • • \, • 

methaphor ~s, hOl1eVer, l.nadequate. Let us consl.der the 
western and the avant-garde as genres." 

l'ihenever we look at a western or an avant-garde 

film, va realise that they are not exactly like every

thing else in society. We define them by difference. 

Ne begin, therefore, by pasi ting a background against 

wmch' are played out a number of difference's -and which 

gi ve these differences their \ meaning.. The answer to 

what constitu.,tes difference is what gives us the notion 
of genre. 

, 
Usually, the diffe.rence of the western and of the 

avant-garde film ls answered as follows: the western is 

different from the non-western because of its subject 
matter (the settling of the western U.S. by white men 

between 1860 and 1880, order vs sOlipsism, civilisation 
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vs ba rba ri ty" etc.), because of i ts trea tment of the 

sUbject matter (us~ of space and natural elements, ac

tors w~se demeanour ~uggests ruggedness, etc.), be- , 

cause of i ts believed effects (reaffinnation of the tri

umph of good over evil, p>ride, patriotism, etc.). The 

avant-garde film is différent ftom the non-avant-garde 

because of its subject matter (personal/intellectual/ 

artistic exploration/self expression), becàuse of its 

treatment of that s~bjectrnatter (formaI devices), and 

because of "i ts believed effects (greater al'lareneSS of 

film as medium, etc.). 

,Clearly, these answer-s aIl hinge on the second 

elernent: the treatment 1 of the subject matter. If the 

settlement of the western U.S. 'I.,ere not treated with 

wide open spaces, _etc., it would not be a western but 

possibly a documentary. If the avant-garde film were 

not treated formalistically, it would not he avant

garde but possiblY a narrative biography. The manner 

in 1.,ru:ch subjedt matter is treated cansti tutes ,a COn

vention. Czrtain conventions signify certain genres. 

Yet, these usual definitions of genre are unsatisfying 

either because they impose ~ priori categories or be
cause they are essentialist. 

'If 1'l9 'say that the western is characterised by x 

and y conventionSi, we have selected out a number of ar

bitrary characteristics and said that aIl objects exhi
bi ting those characteristics will he westerns.. What is 

the justification for selec~ng those characteristics 

and not others? A gi-veri choice of characteristics can 
~ 

only be justified on the basi s of pre-existing ,concep-

tions of what' the 'festern is. But if we put aside our 

preconceptions, 1.,e are faced with a nurnber of arbitrary 

characteristics. It lrould be possible for anyone to 

s~lect any other imaginable characteris_tics and create 

any other imaginable 'category. There is no necessary 

link beb-leen the categoty and its charactenstics other 
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than that we have chosen to see a necessary l.ink. Ta, 

proceed in this manner says more "about the s~lecting 
agency than i t does atout the object of stu~. , 

It COuld be, and is, argued tbat such c~tegoaes 
are not arbitrary or .§ priori but derlved frpm actual 

observation. This still does ,not answer thel question 

of why the observer observed some Characteri6tics a~ 
not others. Nonetheless, one coUl.d argue th~t any ca- , 

tegory naturally groups dissimdlàr objects ahd that when 
. . 1 

the same dissimilar abjects are found togéth.er time and 
- 1 1 

again, a category exista. Such a category ~s of cOurse 

applicable only to a closed system or if a Icategory 
• j " .1. . 

were obse~,~ ~nclude aIl the u ua~ diss1~lar ~bJects 
save one) or W1 th one tao many, n l. t wo Id cease ta 

be the category in question. say, there ore, thât 

aIl western have certain characteristics im lies that' 

. all westerns have been produced and that no 

will ever be produced. This is essential 1 

, 

"\ 

weste~ introdu~ a new characteristic and ereby 
des'tr9Y the existing category. On the 0 band, it 

• J 

implies that shoul.d. any nev western ever be p oduced, 

it will 'somehow partake of the essential na ure of aIl 

previous westerns. ·If one begins to define the ca tegory 

"western" as saon as the first western i8 produced, 

then either" the category Only cantains that one western 

or else i t is constantly being modified and destroyed 

as a category in order. to accoDJJOOdate all the ney 
, 

westerns which bring nev elements into play- Since, 

ObviouslY, all. westerns have net. yet been produced, we 
are not yet dealing wi th a closed system and suéh ~ 

œtegory (~e western as genre) can not yet exist. 

TO avolà such a logical obstacle. it le usually 

argued that a category such a~ the wester,n, . sts above 
and beyond a11 the specifie examples of the c tegory , 
yet ta be or tbat have been produced, that. is 

tbat thère exists an essence of the western. zin 

. 1'" 
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argued along preciselY these lines lihen he posi ted the 

existence of a "superwesterntt from liOich all other wes-

1 tems deri ved and of whose essence they aIl partook. 

How did Bazin '}mo,., that a film ,-ras a western? Because 

i t partook' of the essence of westerns. l'lha t was the 

essence of lresterns? It lias composed of the mass of 

aIl ,.,e~l:ern films. The essence justified the corpus land 

the corpus justifiedthe eS$ence. Bazin began by assu

ming the 1 existence of that which he set out to prove 

and then, upon having discavered 'ihat he had constructed 

in the first place, congratUlated bis logic for having 
-

heen so effecti ve . lie are then a rguing tha t aIl wes-

terns share sorne third element, across aIl their simi-
/ 

larities and dissimilarities, which marks them ~s-

takably as l0f9sterns. That third element has ta he sorne 

ideal-perfect state of the genre which aIl other repre

sentatives of the genre only approximate to a greater 

or lesser degree. This establishes genres as tautolo

gical essences and mystifies them more than it explains 

them. In fact, it situates them beyond the realm of 

explanation. . .. . 
The sarne problems occur VJ.s-a-Vl.S the avant-garde 

as genre. The term avant-garde, however, seryes a con

venient purpose. It has a certain-cultural reference 

i-rhich vast numbers' of people recognise. Sociologically, 

therefore, it does refer to something identifiable. In 
1 l , • 

the area of f11m theory, hmvever, 1t 1S a tautology best 

replaced by the notions of signifying p1{actice, confi

guration of signifiers, and discursive form~tion. 
As a signifying practice, film is also a social 

1 

practice. That is ta say that it is earried out under 

specifie social and historical candi tians and therefore 

al,.,ays takes on a specifie fonn. For the signifying 

'practice of film ta he realised under its specifie fOrro 

nowadays requires a great deal of self-conscioune~ 

just to .get the product finished. If the makers of a 
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western were not aware of the nature of their product, , , 
they l'lOuld be incapable o~f defining their lrork within ar 
the dominant filmic practice, incapable of using the 

right conventions, incapable of offering thei r product 

as western, and hence, incapable of reaching that 

segment of the POPulation ,,,illing to pay to see a ,.,es

terri. This of cour&e reintroduces the question of con-
~, 

• 1lY\ ( ') • vent~ons for even espec~ally the eonsc~ous makers of 

a western must make use of Fon'lention. Conventions are 

themsel ves social practiees which signify the western 

and also the producers' OiID ai"areness of wha t they are 

doing. The western' and the avant-garde cinema have 

their own methods of financing (corporate, private), 

their own place of production (studio, filmmaker's avail- J' 

able space), and thei'r means of distribution (institu

tional and ,àdespread, informal and restricted), and it' 

is ultimately these factors ,.,hieh determine the existence 

or non-e{dstence of the genre. The produeer~ must be 

aware, must concei ve of themsel ves as producing the pro

duct in question: specifie legal, financial and practi-

cal considerations deterrnine the modes of production, 

and specifie modes of circulation/distribution determine 

the realisation of the prodUèt in the appropriate market. 

The fact that the producers are aware of themselves pro

ducing a specifie produet and that th~ consumers of the 

specifie product are likei-T:Ï.se aware of consuming i t, 

tha t the product should offer i tse!f as specifie, aIl 

these are social practices determined, amongst others, 

by' the construction of an Other against which that prac-
• • .. r-

tice may define itself. As soc~al pract~ces change so 

do the various a,.,areness, the manner in 'which the pro

duct is offered, the very product which is ta be offered. 

This is the only way we ean ae~unt for the faet that 

the avant-garde cinema and the ,.,estern have chSnged so 

much sinee the tl.,enties. 

Unless ,<Te 'understand the avant-garde (and other) 
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cinema as social practices caught up in the specific 

deterrninations of pro~uction, distributionp and con
sumption, at determinate historical Urnes, vecan not, 

on the one band, even begin to' describe that cinema, 

even in its broadest outlines, and on ~ other band, 

.can not aCCQunt for its evolution except by' positing 

that evolution as the successive posing and resolution 

of purely aesthetic problerns, totally interœl ta the 

nledium, and 'là thout any reference whatsoever te the 

outside world. This elides al together the role of his

tory which presides at the creation Of any and every' 

sOcial product, and cuts the bridges bet~ the avant
garde ana other cinemas. Such an a-hÎstorJ.cal notion 

of aesthetic change leads right back to essentialist 

and s. ,Eriori ca,tegories. 

Again, t~refore, the notion of avant-garde cinema 

can he usefUlly replaced by the notions of signifying' 

praetice, configuration of signifiera, and discursive 
) , 

formation. The sociQJogical usefUlness of the term 

"avant-garde" does nO\~ispense vith more rigourOus 
theorisation. l , 
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Notes 

/ 1 Deconstruction refers here te a greater or lesser 

degree of self-conscious manipulation of these devices. 

As when Brakhage uses camera shake, for ex:ample~ as a 

cri tique Of the Hollywood ideology of smooth, stable 

surfaces. It therefore implies a certain awareness of , 
various uses of tlie devices. In this sense_ further-

more, deconstruction i8 a hallmark of formalisme De

construction, the n, is not intended in the sense of 

tlDerridian" deconstruction, that is to say in the se~e 

of a trac1dng down of the epistemological formulations .. 
of a civilisation or culture. 

2 Ch' . . . f' r1st~an Metz, Le S1gn~ 1ant 

Union Générale d 'Edi tions, 1977), p. 

3 Christian Metz, Le signifiant 

imaginai re -(Paris:' ) 

9. 

imaginaire" p. 11. 

4 Christian Metz, Le signifiant imaginai re,r pp. 17-, 
} 

5 Marilyn Singer, Introd., A Historv of the Am§ri- . 

can Avant-Garde Cinema, John Hanhardt,ed. (New York: 

The American Federation of the Arts, 1976), p. ,11. 

6 Arnos Vogel quoted in Marilyn Sings,r, A Histo[Y 

of the Arnerican Avant-Garde Cinema, p. 11. 

7 ~ee, Vachel Lindsay, The Art of the Moyinq Pic

tures (1915) (Reprin1.l:: New' York: Liveright, 1970) J, Rudolf 

Arnheim, Film As Art (Berkeleya éuniversity of California 
Press, 1957). ~ . ../ J 

• 8 P. Adams. Sitney, Visionary Fi'lm (New York: Oxford 

university Press, 1979), p. viii~' 

9 Parker Tyler, Underground Film (New York. Grave 
Press, 1969), p. 2. 

10 Parker Tyler, Underground Film, p. 5. 

11 Parker Tylèr, Undergrqund Film, p. 178. 
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12 Parker Tyler, Film CUlture Reader. Ed. P. Adams , 
Sitney (New' York: Praeger, 1970), p. 43. 

13 Jomis Nekas, -Film C~lture Reader, p. 74. 

14 Jonas Mekas, Film Culture Reader, p. 

15 COllective statement, Film Culture Reader, pp. 

80, 81, 82. 

16 John Hanhardt, ed., A History of the American 

Avant-Garde Cinema, p. 21. 
17 b . ( 'V' Sea, Gene Young lood, Expanded C~nema New .l.orkl 

E.P. Dutton, 1970), pp. 59-65 • 

18 See, Peter Gidal, ed., Structural Film Antholo

gy (London: British Film Institute, 1976). 
19 Gene Youngblood, Expanded Cinema/, pp. 59, 60. 

20 Constance Penley, "The Avant-Gafde and 1!ts 

Itnaginary," Camera Obscura, No. 2 (1977), p. 8. 
• 21 . ' . th 2 Peter G~dal, Structural Fl.lm An ology, pp. ,3. 

22 Ken Kelman. Film Culture Reader, article #39. 

. 23 John Hanhardt, ed., A Hi story of tœ American 

Avant-Garde Cinema, p. 17. 

24 Peter Gidal, Structural Film Anthology, p. 2. 

25 Peter Gidal, Structural Film Anthology, p. 10 • 
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~acques Lacan, Ecrits (Paris: Seuil, 1966). p. 831. 
27 Constance Penley, "The Avant-Garde and Its 

, lmaginary," Camera Obscura, p. Il. 

8 li tr 

~ 28 P. Adams Sitney, VisionarY Film.'p. 270. 

29 Annette Michelson, Structural Film Anthology. 

Ed. Peter Giclal, p. 38. 
30 Gene Y0url~blopd, Expanded Cihema, p. 41. 

31 ? Adams Sitney, visionarv FiLm, p. 173. 

32 P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film, p. 171. 

33 P. Adams Sitney, visionarY Film, p. 375 . ./ 
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Garde Histories and Theories, Il Screell, 19, No. 3 (1978), 

pp. 116-117. 
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38 'constance Penley and .1anet Bergstrom, "The 

Avant-Garde Histories and, TheOries, ft Screen, p. 118. 
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41 Penley and Berg~trom. "The Avant-Garde Histories

and Theories," Screen, state: "Cri ticism t s funct.ian wi11 
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of knowledge through self-consciousness. The discourse 
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of the object." / 
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