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This thesis uses the concept of the Other, drawn
fro}’ﬂ Lacanian psychoanalysis, as well as recent French
semioticg and discourse theory to critically analyse
the avant-garde cinema. It discusses the concept of
the Other and its psychoanalytic backgraund and shows
how it can be used to deécribe‘ that against which the
avant-garde cinema defines itself and without which

the avant-garde cinema could not exist as it does.

This leads to a consideration of the avant-garde cinema

as a category existing only by virtue of its Other and
which can therefore not withstand the pressure of cri-
tical ingquiry. The thesis finally suggests that the

B /cai:egbry of the avant-garde cifiema be replaced by the
notions of signifying practice, configuration of signi-

fiers,. and discursive formation as these are elaborated

in recent work and discussed in the thésis.
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A 'Le présent mémoire se veut une anmalyse critique
y ’ du cinéma d'dvant-garde. Il s'inspire du concept de ,

la psychanalyse lacanienne de 1‘Autre ainsi qué de la —
- sémiotique et de la théorie du discours modernes issues
N de  France. Le concept de l'Autre est discuté dans son
\ champ psychanalytique afin de figurer une instance
; : contre laquelle le cinéma d'avant-garde se définit et i
'  sans laquelle ce cinéma ne saurait exister tel que

nous le connaissons. Le cinéma d'avant-garde s‘aveére - -
donc une catdgorie entidrement dépendante de son Autre

et donc intapable de résister 3 l'analyse critique.

. ta catégorie du cinéma d‘'avant-garde serait .donc avan-—
tageusement remplacée par les concepts de pratique

‘ : ' signifiante, de configuration de signifiants et de forma- R
' tion discursive tels que les ‘€élaborent des ouvrages

récents et que les discute le mémoire.
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I want to advise the reader who may be hoping for,
or dreading, another psychoanalytic account of film,
that I have not written a thesis” on psychoanalysis. It
does draw upon some elements of psychoanalysis--notably
the concepts of the:i,other, the Imaginary, the Symbolic,
and. the sub;ect--buﬁ the role of psychoanalysis is most-—
.]:y limited to an-attjitude of reading and questioning.
The role of psychOa:}ilysis. specifically of Freudian
and Lacanian analysis, has been growing in film theory
over the past few years and constitutes what I consider
to be one of the most fruitful areas of research. It
is not without its limitations, however, and I have in-
dicated something of these limitations in the final sec-
tion. .

I should refer to the difficulty of some of the
cbncepts and of some 9f “the language. This difficulty
has three sources: 1) the genuine complexity of some of
the material; 2) our unfamiliarity with the material;
and 3) the specificity of the thesis itself which is
r'xeithex: about psychoanalysis nor abbut the ‘avant-garde
cinema in themselves. It is rather about the way in
vhich the concept of the Other can be used to shed light
upon the concept of the avant-gardet cinema. It is about
the relationship between the two. This is somewhat akin
to discussing 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 difficult than any
other specialised vocabulary. I have attempted to make
it as clear as possible but know.1 shall not have suc-
ceeded in accommodating all possible readers, .

Finally, I wish to express my sincerest thanks to ‘

" my thesis advisor, Dr. David Crowley, who acted as my
\ Other while I was writing, and to my sister, Julie
Attallah, who helped me-with typ:.ng! and meeting deadlines.
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% vet been defined, let alone resolved. ’I‘his is th \

long period dominated by the writings of Balazs, A
- . Bazin, Laffay, Eisenst'eil.n, Morin, ?ohen—-séat, ete.
This era is ending and hg;s been made unstable due to
"the emergence of Marxism, semiology and structuralism
into the field of film study."Z. There is a certain "cri-
sis" in the field of film theory which can be further

attested by the number of journals and magazir;es devoted

7

e

to film and film theory, and their frequently ‘contradic-

tory-positions and presuppositions, the upsurge of in-
terest in non-mainstream feminist and avant-garde film,
and recent work on film history and hisEoriography.3 —
All theé domains of film theory are coming under closer
epistemological Oscrutiny. There is no single hegemonic _
paradigm of inquiry. @lere are, rather, several imper- . ‘
i . fectly articulated pieces of methodology. ' This means '
\ - that long-held, more or less traditional views on real~
ism, genre criticism, the auteur theory, the role of
Hollywood studios, etc., are all being critically re-
examined as their epistemological presuppositions are
being thrown into question. N
. This thesis is an attempt to deal with the avant-
¢ garde cinema from a semiotic and psychoanalytic pers- .
: ‘ pective. Neither semiotics nor psychoanalysis was de- Jt
; ! o veloped with the study of film in mind though both have
; ‘ had fruitful encounters with it. The semiotics upon
which this thesis draws was develof)ed primarily in_re- N
e cent French literary criticism. Its most outstanding ] .
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exponent was Roland Barthes. . The most interesting and
(f . productive of his books, for the purposes of this thesis,
« is S/2 (1970). French|literary criticism is the meeting’
ground for many diverse practices (psychoanalysis,

- marxism, materialist linguistics, epistemological de-
construction), and the way in which it raises questions N
informs this thesis. " The psychoanalysis in question is \\‘H
that of Jacques Lacan. Lacan's re-reading of 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 literary .
criticism and the psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan are
centrally concerned with the activity of the signifier,
. or the process of signification. The insights of both ._;
l have been brought together and discussed in an extremely .
usefui manner by Rosalind ‘Coward “and John Ellls in their 9.
book, Language and Materialisms Develogments in the i
k Semiology and the Theory of the Subject (1977) Film
(: ) itaelf has been envisaged as a signifying pract:.ce par-
ticularlyxstp.ted to the insights of semiotics and psy-
choanalysis. “This conceptualisation of film has been
principally brought about by the work of Raymond Bellour,
Thierry Kuntzel, Stephen Heath, and of Screen and of
Cahiers du cinéma.4 The main exponent of the psycho-
analytic/semiotic appg:bach to £ilm has been, however, . .
Christian Metz, and his work, especially Le signifiant
irﬁaginaire (1975), deeply informs this thesis. o
\ The work of Metz and others provides the basis for ’
a reconceptualisation of cinema, and of avant-garde ;
i cinema. It has seen the necessity of comstructing a .
) theory of the subject, derived largely from Lacan, and
of seeing film-making and film-viewing as two comple-
; mentary institutions. This has further allowed film to

-4

-

TR VC U

o——

ate e

R

AR et TR L

be discussed as a signifying practice inscribed within e
various discursive formations.
(:} The avant-garde cinema can then also be viewed as

N4

1
»

e e iy 3 ot . ST T T B £ 4 i W LT AT e ek a mae w RA, ——— ¥



3, RS
e Mo ot - o e & v s btns nnin v -

has had to contend
s and to define,

- ' a signifying practice. As such, it
t o with other signifying tilmic practi
’ ‘ it;self ih conjunction with or in o
Principally, however, the avant-g
itself in opposition to the domin
A wood. It can be said therefore t
Other of the avant-garde. The co
derived from the writings of Jacq
the Other designates a number of
as primordial Other; the Father, as symbolic Other; the
unconscious, as discourse of thé Other, etc. ‘Essen-
tially, it is taken here to mean that instance which is
’ not the self but without which the self c¢ould-not even
begin to realise its own existence. The ¢oncept of the
Other has been given some' extension in £ilm theory
- notably in the work of Jean-Pierre Oudart, but also by
‘ Dayan and Rothman. - Oudart attempts to specify the
place of the Other in the narrative film as an "Absent
‘ | . One," that is to say as an off-screen look which de-
termines how things are to be seen before the eye of the
spectator comes to Iook 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 classical narrative cinema as it both
binds the intradiegetic 1looks of the characters to each
otherand 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/f;r the two-shot
without adding any new informatich ’
~ This thesis shows the incidence of the Other on
the aVant-garde: how the avant-garde constructs an
image of its Other and how the Other insinuates 1tself
into the dlscourse of the avant-garde. The first two
i parts 1ntroduce and di,scuss the concepts of signifying
- practice and of the Other, and show their relation to
& ~ film. The third is both a demonstration of the relation

sition to them.
rde cinema defined

nt practice of Holly-
at Hollyygod is the
cept of the Other is
es Lacan. For him,
hi‘ngs: ithe Mother,
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of these concepts to the avant-garde cinema and a po-
(‘ ' lemical discussion of problems within the avant-garde.
. To understand then just how this thesis situates
itself within the field of film study, it is best to
! begin with a working through of the semiotic and other
positions which constitute the methodological and epis- .
.temological bases of this thesis.
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’ Notes
¢ , o
1 as regards this era of film study, Christian Metz
statest "Il y a 13 toute une époque de réflexion sur
le film, qui trouve son aboutissement et sa synthése
., dans 1'imposante Esthétique et psycholog.}e du_cinéma de
o~  Jean Mitry (1963~65).

Epoque qui ne saurait ,5 présent se prolofiger sans
~ dommage. Elleu“ tirait sa justification et sa raison
a; d'8tre (sa relative et réelle fécondité, aussi) de ce

’ . qué le cinéma était un fait tout neuf et encore éton-
l:lant: . des livres entiers ‘se consacraiént a commenter
o - sa 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
— comme d'une merveille-a-1'état ‘d'émergence, il-—faut
conmencer a le comprendre dans ses divers aspects, et
) pour cela se faire quelque idée des différents points
5:* 6 de vue sous lesquels on peut en aborder 1°'étude."
& Christian Metz, Langage et cinéma,” 2nd ed. (Paris: Edi-
‘ tions Albatros, 1977), p. 6. : |
o N 2 Steve Neale, "The Re-appearance of "Mov:l.e,
' Screen, 16, No. 3 (1975), 112. ,
3 See, C:Lnema Journal, No. 14 (1974~ 75); Charles
Altman, "Towards a Historiography of American Film,"
Cinema Journal, No. 17:(1977); Gerald Mast, "Film HJ.S;-
' tory and Film Histories," Quarterly Review of Film /
°  Studies, 1, No. 3 (1976); Edward Buscombe, "A New
Approach to Film History," The 1977 Film Studies uals
Part Two; Edward Buscombe,: "Introductions Metah:.story
) of Fiim," Film Reader; No. 4 (1979); Robert C. Allen,
L _ q"Film H1story= The Narrow Discourse," The 1977- Film
U gg_gqizs Annual: Part Two. | .
) - For representative exarﬁples of work by each of
) these, see Raymond Bellour, "Le blocage symboliqué, '
. Communi unigations, No. 23 (1975); Thierry Kuntzel, "Le
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travail du film, 2," Cc:munications; No. 23 (1975);
Stephen Heath, "Narrative Space," Screen, No, 3 (1976).

3 See, Jean-pierre Oudart, "Cinema and Suture,"
and Stephen Heath, "Notes on Suture,"” Scieen 18, No. 4
(1977/78)s Daniel Dayan, “The Tutor-Code of Classical
Cinema,” and William Rothman, "The System of the Suture.”
Ed. Bill Nichols (Berkeley and Y
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1976).




Senmiotics

Ferdinand de Saussure ié usually credited with
having been the first to propose a science of signs: .
;semiology. In an oft-quoted passage from the-},Course in
General Linguistics, his students record him as having

said:
. - )

.

A science that studies the life of signs with-
in society is conceivable; it would be part
of social psychology and consequently of
general psychology; I shall call it semiology

- (from Greek semeion 'sign'). Semioclogy wo (1d

. ‘ . ’ s}}ow‘ what cdonstitutes signs, what laws go¥ern

L C s them. Since the science does not yet existy

’ ‘ - ) ' no one can say what it would be; but it has a

i (:i v : » right to existence, a place staked out in ad-

‘ vance. Linguistics is only a part of the
o general science of semiology; the laws dis-
" covered by semiology will be applicable to
linguistics,' and the latter will circumscribe
a wéll-defined area within the mass of anthro-
. pological ’facts.1 L/

3 Whatever objections the use of "sciengg" and the easy ‘

passage from “social” to “"general psychology" may raise i

nowadays,2 Saussure's work was crucial to the establish-

ment of modern linguistics. In the courseé of his re-~

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

as the social aspect of language versus its individual :

use ("Language . . » is the social side of speech,

outside the individual who can never create nor modify

it by himself; it exists only by virtue of a sort of
contract signed by the members of a t::omrcmm',ty.").3 and

-
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the signified from the signifier as ;}i’e meaning to be
expressed versus that which "expresées" or “represents™
it. Such distinctions, however useful, nonetheless
brought: in their wake certain dlfflcult:\.es which affect-
ed not only linguistics but all of semiology.
Essentially, the two distinctions, langue/parole
and signifier/signified, assume three presuppOSitic;ns
which will prove to be untenable: 1) a transcendant ego
inasmuch as opposed to the social institution of lan-
guage is* posited the possibility of its individual, |
creative use ("Speaking . . . is individual. It is

wilful and intelleci:ual.");4 2) that as "representatives"

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-

tained inasmuch as the play of "signifiers and signi-
fieds caught in a system of difference which provides
the very possibility of their being understood" -dispen-
ses with i;ﬁe need of-looking outside the system for
their meaningis ‘
As Saussure had pointed out, all meaning is defined
within a system oppositionally and throng'l;.;h a play ofb

difference: |

in l1anguage there are only differences with-

out positive terms.

This understanding of meaning originally made it quite
easy to study individual sign systems such as chess,
table manners, clothing, as though they were indepén-
dent of each other and especially of language, that is
to say as though they contained the truth of their own
meaning within themselves. Yet , even as early as "The
Rhetoric of the Image" (1964), Barthes had been able to

4
-

say:

¥




!
it is not very accurate to talk of a civili-~
(" -zation of the image — we are still, and more
- than ever, a civilization of writing, writing
and speech continuing to be the full terms of
) the informational structure.
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
v . found their very system of difference. . . ."

This belief in the autonomy of the various sign
systems was itself, however, dependent upon the theory
of meaning exefnplified in the Saussurian signifier/sig-
nified relationship.

For Saussure, and classical semiology, the rela-
tionship between the ‘signifier and the signified, though
arbitrary or unmotivated, was nonetheless socially fixed.
This means that though the "idea of "sister™ is not
linked by any inner relationship to the succession of
sounds . . .- which serves as its signifier. . . ,“9 it
W . has nonetheless been agreed l;y social convention ("a

sort of contract signed by:the membérs of a community")
that the same succession of sounds, i.e., the same sig-
‘ nifier, should alway-s have -the same meaning, i.e., the —
same signified. The third term, the referent\‘, would be
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, that there are natural mean-
*ings 1lying latent in the e‘mpiricail world waiting only
to be expressed by a signifier. That meaning should be /
latent in the empirical world would therefore imply the
existence of a level of natural, pre-given, pre-signify-

»  ing meaning. This was the theory of meaning held to by
Barthes at the time of Mythologies (1957), and it is °~

-

o VRS I y e

TR O O R n R
Foad I

LY




ISR ,4‘;5,:,,,;-; o A e g 2

=

[, - - e e e e e e e ek RS RV ot A Y n ore s ot o o

4o

by

reproduced in the denotation/connotation dichotomy.
This dichotomy would have it that there exists a level
of "true," denoted meaning to which are added, other,
connoted meanings., The function of semiology 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

pathology or of ideology and has the effect of fimmly '
establishing ideology as "false consciousness," a cloud
of ideas hovering over the real relations of society and
obscuring our view of them.

The denotation/connotation dichotomy further oﬁiy
reproduces the form/content dichotomy with form occupy-
ing the position of connotation and content occupying
the position of denotation. This appfoach.splits any
text between what it says and how it says it, as though
the how were not somehow constitutive of the what, as
though the content could be emptied of its form, and
its basic denotative statgmeﬁt in.

"truth."” :

Classical semioldgy can therefore be seen to be
caught up in a subjecy/object dichotomy. If the func-
tion of semiology is to uncover truth, then semiology
assumes the posiiion of the subject and the meaning it
seeks assumes the position of the object. This consti-
tutes the semiologist, or the speaker in language, as a
transcendent, already fully-constituted subject, capable
of performing operations upon the object. The object
does. not affect the subject and the nature of the sub-
ject's operations in no way affects the object.

This then is the domain of what Coward and Ellis
call & "bourgeois semiology” producing "a semiology that
is itself innocent, describing systems that seem to be
hermetically sealed. . . .“10 To posit a natural mean-
ing, with the consequent fixity and autonomy of nominal-
ist sign systems and the necessary transcendence of a.:’

the text returned
order to arrive at th

10 - —
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knowing subject, obviously engages certain notions of
‘history, signification% ideology, and the socigl forma-
tion, which are irreconcilably at odds with a materialist
semiotigs. As Juli§ Kristeva has stated the situation:

!

> The theory oOf meaning now stands at the cross-

roads; either it will remain an attempt at
formalising meaning systems by increasing
sophistication of the logico-mathematical tools
which ennable it to formulate models on the

e T . ()
“basis Of a conception (already rather outdated)

of meaning as the act of a transcendental ego,
cut off from its body, its unconscious and
also its history; or else it will attune it~
self to the theory of the speaking subject as
a divided subject (conscious/unconscious) and
go on to attempt to specify the types of opera-
tion characteristic of the twb sides of this
split: thereby exposing them to those forces
extraﬁgéus to the logic of the systematic;
exposing them, that is to say, on the one
hand, to bio-physiological processes (them-
selves already inescapably part of the signi-
fying processes; what Freud calls 'drives'),

‘and, on the other hand, to social constraints

(family structure, modes of production, etc.)11

It would appear, therefore, that either we can hold
to the theory of the transcendental subjéét with all the
questions.it poses (How does the subject acquire its
transcendence? How can one account for the variations
of the subject at diffeignt historical/social periods?
How can one account for the fact that different trans-
cendent subjects find’ different "truths" in the same
text? etc.), or we can attempt to understand the,sﬁcial
production of meahing and of subjects for those meanings.

11
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This shift has been marked in semiotics

o e 1t e s e

12 itself by the

passage, in simplified terms; from the study of langue

to the study of parole. Saussure had defined langue as
the proper object of study of linguistics, and by ex-
tepsion ofﬁsendology. He wanted to study the social

/institutiqn rather than the individual variations. As

such, he wanted to study the énoncé (the enounced; 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-

Vi

tinctions are caught up in a number of idealist/positi-

vist dichotomies wﬁich, whatever their effects in the

field of linguistics, are untenable for semiotics.

13

Rather than take meaning as giveri, semiotics wttempts

to understand how meaning is constructed, how it pre-~

sents itself as natural,

ed for and by those meanings.

There are here, then, two main areas of investiga-

tion which go hand in hand. There is the construction
of meaning and the construction of the subject. Semio-

tics has therefore drawn upon both psychoanalysis and

historical materialism to further its research:

A
|

.
P5ychoana1ys1s shows how the positions of the
sub_]ect that are necessary for predication
are constructed in the interaction of somatic
dri\fgs and the contradtory outside of so-
ciality. It sho_ws how the accession to
language is the crucial moment in the forma-
tion of this subject who is able to partici-
pate ¥n the social processes of _exchange,
communication and reproduction. Marxism
demonstrates how the positionality of exchande
is a necessary fixity (a 'contractual rela-
tion') within a‘social process formed by the

articulation of pconomic, political and ideo~

12

-

-
and how subjects are construct-

Ty




L. ' 1Bgica1 practices. Furthermore, ideological
: (:) » ' practice shows that this pogitionality is
» .produced for a subject within a mode of pro-
duction. This fixing of positions for the

a F subject can be seen as part of the process
- 14

§

analysed in psychoanalysis.

So the social and the individual exist in a relation-

WD T I e

ship of mutual reference, each calling upon or leading
into the other. It is also important to specify that
the psychoanalysis in question is precisely lacan's re-

reading of Freud:

o
i
Q

The importence of Lacanian theory -for film
lies precisely in the emphasis which he places
on.language; that is, on a system of signifi-
cation, as the true .route for the elaboration
‘ L of Freud's ideas on the construction of the
individual in sociality and on"the place of
- the unconscious. Such emphas:.s,\g because it
indicates the construct16n of the subject in
language en relation to ;he heterogeneous s
'outside', has allowed the demonstration of /
the production of the subject in language in
— a ‘way that shows how t@%t place is constructed
from which' self and otﬁera are viewed, and
provides therefore a @%y of analysing the re- -
lation of the subject:to the images by which
/ it represents reality: It thus provides a
! way of thinking aboué the work of ideology in
" fixing images and plices of viewing, and also
’. ‘ a way to make‘precise how ideology articulates ‘
w1th\t§e particular'ﬂetermlnacy of the sym- b

m bolic sYgtem 1tse1f.15 .
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This then has entailed: and rests upon, a recon-.
ceptualisation of basic Saussurian concepts. It is use-
ful for us to examine three iﬁ%erdependent reconceptua~
lisations: the signifier/signified relationship, the
motion Pf gign systemf and the notion of stable meaning;

In the classic Saussurian, or semiolagical schema,
‘ signifier and signified are complementary (“The two &

elements are intimately united, and each recalls the _
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ot:her.")l'6 like the "two sides of a sheet of paper.”
J The OQ? represents or stands for the other. Both are .
< equally important and stand in a symetrica} relationship.

If, however, we reject this position and recognise, as
Stephen Heath states, that: '

'Reality’ . . . needs to be understood not as

Y an absolute and immutable given but as a pro-

duction within which representation will de-
pend_ﬁpdn (and, dialectically, contribute to)
vhat the French Marxist philosopher Louis

Althusser has described as ‘practical ideolo-

) 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 men in relation
to the objects and problems of/their sqpigl '
find individual existence; inp short, tgp lived
relation of men to their world . . .|/

| thén we must recognise the primacy of the signifier in

the constitution of that reality, of its signifieds.
There is no transparency of the signifier to the em-
pirical world, no "natural"” way of doing or of signify-
“"ing anything. There is no easy passage from the signi-~
fier to the signified. The work of semiotics must
therefore be a work upon the signi}ier, a woFk upon the
‘ b .

}
»

!
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 way in which, in historically and socially determinate
situations, it prodiuces meanings and subjects for those
meanings. Hence, the 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 opefates both to produce films and
to produce spectators for those films. i ;
ST Whereas the notion of sign system involves a cer-
tain fixity of meaning, a stablllsatlon of meanlng such
that it is always given in a systematlsed form to the
transcendent subject, ' the primacy of the signifier ra- ,
¥ .  dically challenges the very possibility of the consti-

' tution of any-such system, of any shabilisatibn of mean- -
ing. To the notion of sign system has therefore been
substituted the notion of signifying practice.

“The notion of signif}ing practice recdgnises the
potential infinity of meaning which follQws as a4 con-
sequence of the recognition of the primacy of the signi-
fier. Tt substitutes to themSaus§urian, "socially fixed"
signifier/signified relationship, another relationship
which has been”formalngd by Saussure and taken up again
by Lacan as followss g, The large S stands for the
sign}fier, the small s for the signified, and the bar
between the two designates "a separation which excludes

i

a priori any possibility of seeing a term for tecm e-
quivalence between thesignifyingfghaln and the flow of
the signifieds. . . ." 8 It is as though signifiers
and signifieds constituted twb/vast, shifting, and quite
. separate realms which only come together at specific
points. The meanings therefore are as variable and ‘
shifting as the signifiers and the signifieds. The B
determination of any one meaning rather than another is
dependent upon the specific configuration of signifiers;

"the signified is only established by the different '

combination of the signifiers. . . ."19 The realm of
e i

-
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signifiers is the "signifying chain,” it is the primacy
of the signifier in its activity, it is 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. Obviously, the manner in which
that relationship is stabilised will depend upon a. vast - _
array of factors which we could call the mode of produc-
tion. As Marx said:
We have seen that the capitalist ‘process of
production is a historically determined form ]
of the social process of production in general. i
The latter is as much a production process of ‘
material conditions_Pf human life as a process
taking place under specific historical and

economic production relations, producing and
reproducing these production relations them-
selves, and thereby also the bearers of this
process, their material conditions of exist~
ence and their mutual relations, i.e. their

/ [} ¢ 1] L] o
particular sSOClO-eCcoOnom:c form.2

Signifying practice, in the general sense, is that
wvhich stabilises production and reproduction:
Signifying practice . . . is not a superstruc-
ture overlaid, as a reflection, on a given
mode of production. ‘In any mode of production,
- sié}ifying practice is that through which the ;

mode of production signifies its stabilisa-
tion and its (self) 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 has then to be reconciled, but an

-
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intrinsic belonging of a mode of sign-produc-

tion to the mode of production of the socio-~

economic ensemble,21

H

» . f [ . & » 3
A spec1f1c signifying practice is:

the process of production of'a system of
meanings . . . What is involved is wurkingi
on the system of signification to produce a
certain meaning: 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 both the
identity of the speaking subject in sociality
v and the position of the subject in ideologi-
cal representations, as those developments in
psychoanalysis that we are interested in have

shown.zz’

Any practice within society which- produces meanings
for someone is a signifying practice, and film is one
such signifying practice. 1In this perspective, signify-
ing practice can be seen as a way of fixing or binding
the productivity of the signifying chain. A brief re-
examination of the denotation/connotation dichotomy
will show this to be the case. The "true" or denoted
meaning occurs as a result of the arbitrary fixing of
the chain of signifiers. As Barthes points out:

la dénotation n'est pas le premier des sens,
mais elle feint de 1*@tre; sous cette illusi-
on, elle n'est finalement que la derniere des
connotations (celle qui semble a la fois
fonder et clore la Iécture), le mythe supéri-
eur grice auquel le texte feint de retourner

17
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‘ture, "

The fixing of the chain of signifiers is as much a
function of the reading of the text as it is of the
writing or production of the text. As regards the short

. story by Balzac, Sarrasine, which Barthes analyses in
S/Z, one must recogniseo that for the modern reader to
discaver t}}‘e "same” meaning as Balzac intended (assuming,
for the purposes of this demonstration, that Balzac as
author is transparent to his text, and that he was' aware
of his ideological choices), requires a work of reading,
a *deliberate attempt to "re"—dikscover the very meanihg
which had necessarily to be posited as existing. Such
a work of reading is caught up in the psychologism which
maintains that the author is equivalent or transparent
to the text, and that the®author }1ad the same motiv;tions
or desires (notably the desire to insert into the text

'a meaning similar to the sort of meaning that a modern
reader would waﬁt to find) as the reader of the text.
The operation consists essentially in ascribing to the
past the n;isi'écognition of the present. This merely
underlines, however,- that reading and writing are also
both historically determinate practices, and that Jjust
as one could write a history of literature, one could
also write a history of writing, or a history ef reading.

Any signifying practice is also carried out by or
within (i.e., in opposition to) an institution. The
process of the fixing and binding of meanings within
complex and contradtctory social formations is an ideo-
‘logical ﬁrocéss as it must produce the same meanings,
the same coherence, across social contradictions. Ideo-
logy is a process carried out by institutions. As

/ Coward and Ellis state the matter:

»
¥

b Ideological representations fix the category

-~
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of sub;ec%: as a closure, a structural 1imit.
The subject is constltuted of, and in, contra-
diction, but sociality necessitates that there
should be a subject in order that any predi-
cation, and therefore, communication, can take
place. This (necessary) subject of sociality“

. only-ever jppears as the fixed relation of the

subject to what it predicates, and this rela-
tion must necessarily be ideological. Thus
the imaginary identity of ideology closes off
the movement of contradictions, calling upon
the subject as consistent. It puts the sub-
ject in relation to meaning, a subject who (
thinks himself/heréelf to be the point of ori-
gin of ideas and of actions. Ideology is

thus a material, practice in both senses of the
term: first because it is produced and repro-
duced in concrete institutions; second because
it produces fixed relations and positions in
which the individual represents himself, rela-

tions and positions which are a material force
24

in the process of the social formation. \ S

o

IQ§titutlons (to follow Althusser's typology: educa-
tional, religious, polltlcal, legal, trade unions, com-
mumcations, cultural apparatuses, and the famly)
produce dlscourse526 which are the very term of the
stabilisation of megningz

— u
Ideological practice is then doubly materials:
it works to fix the subject in. certain posi-
tions in relation to certain fixities of dis-
course, and it is concretised in certain ap-
paratuses. 27 N

-

And, as Lacan holds, "all discourse is directed to

19
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another, and constructed in this relationship to an-
‘:,' other. . . .n28
In this perspective, then, ideology and culture are

- co~-extensive; two ‘words which describe the same pheno-
menon. Signifying practice is the way in which the co--
herence of the subject in cultu}é/ideology is produced.
Signifying praﬁtices therefore bring the realms of sig-
. nifier and signified to meet at determinate points and
in determinate ways in order to produce specific mean-
ings. Their imbrication within the mode of production
specifies the way in which they will produce hegemonic
and/or oppositional meanipgs.

If the form of the fixing of meaning is discourse,
we must specify that discourse only ever instantiates
itself in specific occurrences or practices. Just as
r language is knowable only through its use in specific

circuﬁstances, only through speech, though it is'reduci-
ble neither to speech nor to its specific occurrences,
s0 discourse is knowable only in its specific instances:
the discourse of‘anthrdbology, the discourse of Holly-

_wood, the discourse .0f phenomenology; etc. These in-

stantiations constituté. the discursive formations.

.
Rl wh

N
k3
-
¥
I
=
H
£

.Language, the sentence is inevitably imp}ica-
ted in particular dicursive formations:
language has no existence other than in acts of
- " language that engage determinate forms %557
, «meaning, pose what I want to say, and thégﬁéry

' terms of the 'I want to say', in and from’

. those forms (no one has ever spoken ‘language’
’ ,or ‘a language').zg ‘

Discursive formation is taken here in the acception
given by Michel P&cheux: )

“

Nous appellerons des lors formation discursive
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ce qui, dans une formation idéologique donnée,
c'est-a-dire a partir d'une position donnée
dans une conjoncture donnée déterminée par
1*état de la lutte des classes, détermine ce
qui peut et doit &tre dit (articulé sous forme
d'une harangue, d'un sermon, d' un pamphlet,
d'un exposé, d'un programme, etc )30
/
This is quite close to the definition given dfi.scursive
formation by Michel Foucault: ) ‘ ‘

Dans le cas ou on pourrait décrire, entre un
certain nombre d'énoncés, un pareil systeme

" de dispersion, dans le cas ou entre les objets,
les types d'énonciation, les choix thématiques, ;
on pourrait définir une régularité (un ordre, Bl
des corrélations, des positions et des fonc- ‘
tionnements, des transformations), on dira, Y
par convention, qu'on a affaire a une forma- ,

tion discursive.3!

C, | Pécheux is interested in explaining “ce qui peut et
doit 8tre dit," and Foucault focusses on the question:
"comment se fait-il que tel énoncé soit apparu et nul
autre a sa place?"32 Pécheux, however, is attempting to
account for the wvay in which a subject is structured in
contradiction, for the way in which it can occupy con-
tradictory positions. This results from the fact that
he is directly, concerned with elaborating a materialist
theory of meaning. This aspect is missing from Foucault
as he is more interested in describing the mode of con-
stitution of a given discourse. ;

Hence, a discurgive formation is situated within an
. »  ideological formation:

" On parlera de formation idéologique pour

- A | 21/
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: caractériser un élément susceptible d'inter-

( , venir, comme une force confrontée a d'autres
forces, dans la cOnjopcture idéologique carac-
téristique d'une formation sociale, en un

‘ 4 : moment g)nné; chaque}/formation idéologigue

constitue ainsi un ensemble complexe d'attitu~ .
des et de représentations qui ne sont ni "in- ’
dividuelles” ni "universelles", mais se rap~ -

“ portent plus ou mdins directement 3 des |
positions de classes en conflit les unes par
rapport aux autres. | ,

Nous avancerons . '. . Que ies formations
idéologiques ainsi définies comportent néces-
sairement, comme une de leurs composantes,
une ou plusieurs formations discursites
interreliées, qui déterminent ce qui peut et
doit &tre dit . . . h partir d'une position

: donnée: le point essentiel ici est qu'il ne
G . 's'aqit pas seulement de la nature des mots
employés, mais aussi (et surtout) des comstruc-
tions dans lesquelles ces mots s& combinent,
o dans la mesure ou elles déterminent la signi-
/ . fication que prennent ces mots: comme nous
1'indigquions en commengant, les m?ts changent

de sens selon les positions tenues par ceux :
33

qui les emploient."
!

The principal lesson’or conclusion to be drawn
from Pécheux's formulation, and it is in strict confor-
mity with the definition of signifying practice as the
fixing of the chain of signifiers and of discourse as
the form of that fixing, is that meaning is the effect
of the discursive formation. ’
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/ Cela revient 3 poser que les mots, expressions,
propositions, etc., regoivent leur sens de la

\
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formation discursive dans laquelle ils sont
prodpits + +» « nous dirons que les individus
sont "interpellés” en sujets-parlants (en

- sujets de leur discours) par les formations
v discursives qui représentent "dans le langage®

e » e lag ‘formations idéologiques qui leur corres-

pondent . . . si un méme mot, une méme ex-
pression et une méme propo?ﬁi*bn«peg\v\ent re-
cevoir des sens différents tous également—-_
wgvidents” - selon qu'ils sont référés 3 telle
ou telle formation discursive, c'est parce que,
.répétons-le, un mot, une expression ou une
proposition n'ont pas un sens qui serait "pro-
pre" en tant/qu'attaché a leur littéralité,
mais que leur sens se constitue dans chaque
formation discursive, dans les rapports que
tels mot, exprédsion ou proposition entre-
tiemnent avec d'autres mots, expressions ou
propositions de la méme formation discursive.
Corrélativement, si 1'on admet que les mémes
mots, expressions ou propositions changent de.
sens en passant d'une formation-discursive a
J — . une autre, il faut admettre que des mots,
expressions et propositions littéralement dif-
férents peuvent, a l*intérieur d'une formation
discursive donnde, "avoir le méme: sens."34

This does not mean, of course, that in given situa-

tiohs individuals choose from a 1exico/n of meaning-laden
words. On the contrary, the word as free-floating sig-
nifier enters into a discursive formation where it is
bounded by other words which give it itz meaning. ' The

. guccess of a usage is a function of the extent to wvhich
1isteners perceive the meaning. as transparent. The
production of ideology is successful precisely to the
point whete listeners recognise in the particular dis-

i
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£ course, the cluster of meanings with which they experi-
|
A

(j ence the world. #
‘ Let this, then, stand as an account of how this
thesis situates itself within the field of semiotics
and discourse analysis, and of how it envisages the

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

cinema as signifying practice. ‘

The cinema as signifying practice

t The question of the cinema as signifying practice
is intimately bound up with its status as an in;stitutio‘h,
and we may perhaps most fruitfully begin our investiga-
tion by asking ourselves the same question as Metz:
what is cinema, or, more precisely, how does cinema sig-
nify? .

The question "what is cinema?” has been infinitely
more frequent in the history of film study than the
question "how does it signify?" Indeed, the two have
been seen as equivalent. It was believed that by pro-
viding ‘an answer to the first guestion, by defining the
essential nature of cinema, everything else would be
self-exblanatory. To the question "what is cinema?",
howevef, there are probably as many answers as there

) - are theorists. Bazin .even gave that question as the

' title of his four volume collection of critical esgax’rs,
Qu'est-ce que le cinéma?, and he proposed, grosso modo,
that the cinema was the most perfect and most objective
reproducer of nature, tntouched by the human hand, des-~
tined, thanks to the evolution of the cinematographic
language, to an ever more faithful and realistic 'repro~
duction of the empirical world. For Bazin, as for most
idealist and phenomenologically inspired writers, the
vspecifically cinematic," though never clearly defined,
is the cinema's unrivaled ability to reproduce nature

Q "realistically."” This ability then imposes a number of

24




L Y N R T

“

i , .

moral constraints. Only those styles which best preser—
ve and reproduce the presumed spatio-temporal continuity
of the real world (i.e,, those styles which are there-.
fore the most "realistic”) are worthy of admission to
Bazin's pantheon of high cinematic art. These would
include depth of field, non-montage or continuity cut-
ting, colour, sound, 3-D, the use of non-professional
actors, on-location shooting, etc. Bazin, therefore,
ended up favouring Italian neo-realism, documentary, and
American films of the thirties.35 )

For Eisenstein, the cinema was not a neutral, a-
historical, or non-ideological reproducer of reality,
but a potentially revoilutionary maker of meanings, whose

meanings and whose use were constantly caught up in the

very moment of. their utilisation, that is to say, in
historical struggle. Janet Bergstrom states of Eisen-
stein:

his extensive theoretical work . . . is ex-
plicitly concerned with how to present speci-
. fic configurations of meaning to the specta-
~ tor through particular Xinds of formal

choices. 36

Amongst these formal choices were the use of montage,
deliberate frame composition, character typing, epic
form, etc.  Eisendtein was intellectually and historical-
ly a member of Russian formalism and his admiration for
Griffith may be explained in large part in that he
found there some of the original articulations of mean-
ing, precisely the use of formal devices within a nar-
rative framework to convey meaning, even though that
meaning was not as he himself would have conveyed it.
Though it might seem, at first glance, that Eisen-
stein's formalist approach is obviously closer to Metz
than is Bazin's idealism, this is only partially true.
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Whereas it is clearly the case that Eisens;élin's in!sist-‘-
' ( \ o . ence-upon the cinema as a maker of meanings is very ,
close to the notion of signifying practice and to Metz's
i explicit semiotic interest, Eisenstein, as a function
| of his hlstorn.cal period, pays relatively 1.1tt1e atten-
, tion to the role of the spectator. Bazin, on the other
-hand, perhaps paradoxically, because of his insistence
s " 7 on psychological verisimili/tude. is actually quite close
i to Metz's insistence on the necessary imbrication of _
'the Imaginary and the Symbolic. Metz's point of view,
/ _however, can not adequately be argued through a Bazin/
Eisenstein opposition.

For Metz, the most outstanding aspect of the cinema
as a signifying practice, at the present time (“On dit
tres souvent, et on a eu raison, que le cinéma e—st une
technigue de l'imaginaire. Techmque. d’autre part un.
est propre a une époque historique '(celle du capitalisme)

) et A un état de société, la civilisation dite industri~
( ) ) elle.').37 is its status as an institution and the way
) in which it therefore constructs its subjecés. The
tém *institution* engages a particular articulation of
the social and -the individual.
) . As an institution, a number of factors must be
recognised. It is perhaps first and foremost, an in-
‘ dustry. . It has a highly specialised production process,
R an independent distribution netwérk, it requires large
’ 7 outlays of capital, and it has clearly codified stand-
-» ards for producing its product. In this sense, then,
it is socially constituted; it is not dependent upon
any individual‘'s private wishes, interests, or scheming
(director, writer, spectator, etc.) Not only does it
prddnce a discourse, but it is bounded by a number of
discourses. It has its own history, its own theoreti-
+ . cians, its own technical experts; it maintains close
ties with the legal apparatus and vith the family appa-
( ) ratus; it has a meaning, difficult to define, for vast

s
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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, the political apparatus; it is a means of com-
munication, etc. All these factors, which operate quite
independently of any individual intervention constitute
wha;t is perhaps most clearly cinema's social/cultural/i-
declogical face. g /
To all of these, however, a factor of equal import-
ance must be 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 some

sort of satisfaction to large numbers of people. There- N

fore, though on the one hand the industry seeks to pro-
duce films for profit, it must also simultaneously pro-
duce a certain pleasure in the spectator. The specta-
tor must want to see the film, and the film must, to a
certain eytent, meet the spectator's desires. Further-
more, the spectator's past experience of £ilm will in-
form his/her choice of future films. If the industry
failed to produce pleasure,<the spectator.would be un-
willing to pay money to see the-film, and without ther
spectator's money, the cinema as i.ndus’trg, wquld be_ un-—
able to maintain itself. It must present itself, insti-
tutionally, as something desirable, All its products
must attempt to produce pleasure such that the pleasure
of the past will be inducement for Mtq:he pleasure of the

&
.

future.
This institutionalisation of the cinema (i.e., its

establishment as an industry with an Sudiende wanting
its product) is possible, however, only because Of the
spectator's historical internalisation of the institu-
tion's codes and production process. 1In otﬁer words,
it is the process of historical internalisation which
permits the constitution of the institution. Had spec-

“x
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tators not internalised 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 fJ.lm styles to have
constituted themselves into spec:.f:.c configurations and
to have evolved over the years. Each subsequent fz;m
would of necessity be as dramatically incomprehensible
as the very first. And yet; historically, quite the
opposite occurred. From an initial situation of consi-*
derable confusion and uncertainty as to what would get
spectators to pay to see films and in which film styles
proliferated (or, more precisely, in whiéh there ’was no
film sz\ile, or only a very rudimentary onet "Le cinéma
a beaucoup tatonné, depuis 1895, avant de trouver sa_
formule \au_]ourd 'hui dominante. "). 38 certain specific
conflgurgtlénd came to be stabilised and generalised.
Certain tropes and devices began to acquire standard-
ised’meanings and to be expected and recognised. It
became possible to use these tropes, devices and styles

.to provide a coherence to what “had originally been in-

comprehensible. This stabilisation and generalisation
was possible only because of the historical internali-
sation of the institution's determinate practices. That
is to say that certain configurati'ons, for whatever
reasons, produced enough pleasure and found sufficient
resonance within spectators for them to want to return

and to pay money to see those same configurations again.

It was the extent to which these configurations
produced pleasure and were therefore internalised that
it became possible for an industry to constitute itself

" on the basis of the production of those configurations.

Those configurations were produced ‘according to deter-
minate practices. It was furthermore the historical
internalisation of the determinate practices having
produced the pleasurable configurations which made it
possible for the industry, in the process of its consti-

/ -

i

28




R e T O

RS

N

"R

%
|
.”?'
s.l
§
{
ks
¥,
Bl
E
% 9
¥
-
5
)
A

1-

tution, to work upon those practices so as to produce
the configurations more efficiently and with a higher
coefficient of pleasure. Just as work upon the practi-
ces required industrial ’specialisation and therefore
greater outlays of capital, so did it attract increasing
numbers of spectators, or spectators willing to pay more
money to see the greater specialisation.. Hence, the
appearance of "genres" within the dominant film prac-
tice. The genre is a highly specialised configuration
requiring an equally specialised spectator who knows

the configuration and how to expect pleasure from 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 thriller, etc. As Metz
states:
L'institution cinématographique, j'y insiste
une fois de plus, ce n'est pas seulement 1'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 les spectateurs ont historiquement
intériorisée et qui les rend aptes a consom-

‘mer des filrps.3g o

' The institution, therefore, attempts to produce
objects of pleasure which, borrowing a term from Melanie
Klein, Metz calls "good objects" as opposed to "bad ob-
jects:"

Pour le spectateur, le film peut i 1'occasion
étre un "mauvais objet"; c'est alors le dé-
plaisir filmkque . . . qui définit la relation
de certains spectateurs i certains films, ou
de certains grou;es de spectateurs a certains
groupes de films. Pourtant, la relation de

-29
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"bon objet", dans une perspective de éritique
socio-historique du cinéma, est plus fonda-
mentale, car c'est ellé et non point.son in-
verse (qui en apparailt ainsi cpmme 1'échec
localisé) qui cdnstitue le but de 1'institu-
tion cinématographique . . . on va au cinéma
Y parce qu'on en a envie, non parce qu'on y ré-
pugne, et on y va dans l'espoir que le film
plaira, non qu'il déplai.):a..‘m ;

The history of the American cinema, which represents
one of the most historically successful attempts at
institutionalisation, could therefore perhaps briefly

" be sketched out as the search for good objects through

the adoption of the“ ideology of realism, the dominance

of narratives and of happy endings, the star System, 1:he,~

fragmentation into genres, and the development of a
highly specialised production process; all specific
strategies intended to increase the spectator's pleasure,

_all strategies which could increase that pleasure be-
-cause they found a particular resonance with the his-

torical moment.
The specific articulation, within the institution,

of the individual and the social, must not however be
seen to rpst upon some form of bourgéois psychologism.
Metz is riot suggesting that Hollywood producers, or
wvhoever, "knew what the public wanted” and therefore
proceeded to 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 formation as their spectators, how would
they, and they alone, 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 line of reasoning necessarily posits a transcendence
granting certain people a knowledge which is denied
others.” Metz, and semiotics, rather suggest that at a
given historical moment, both cultural forms and the
subjects needed to support ‘those cultural forms, are
produced in the same movement or gesture:
l'envie d'aller au cinéma ekt une sorte de”
reflet fagonné par l'industrie du film, mais
elle est également un chalnon réel dans le
mécanisme' d’ensemble de cette industrie. Elle
occupe l'un des postes essentiels dans le
circuit de 1'argent, dans la rotation des ca-
pitaux sans laquelle on ne pourrait plus
*tourner” de films:s poste priviligié, puis-
qu‘il intervient juste avant le trajet de

1'"aller” (qui comporte 1'investissement fi- ,
/ nancier dans les entreprises de cinéma, la

/  fabrication matérielle des films, leur distri-

bution, leur passage en salle, et gu'il inau-

gure le circuit-retour qui rameéne 1'argent,

sl possible augmenté, du budget individuel

des spectateurs jusqu'a celui des maisons de
production ou de leurs soutiens bancaires, .

autorisant ainsi 1a mise en chantier de £films
nouveaux. L'_é_'conomie\ libidinale (plaisir fil- 1
mique sous sa forme historiquement constituée)
manifeste de la sorte sa "correspondance”
avec 1l'économie politique (le c¢cinéma actuel-
comme entreprise de marché), et elle est en
outre — comme le montre l1'existence méme des:
"études de marché” — 1'un des éléments propres
de cette économie . . . la psychologie du
spectateur . . . n'est "individuelle" qu'en

&
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' This, then, situates the cinema as signifying prac-
. . tice. It is an institution producing specific confi-~
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h gurations of signifiers under specific socio-historical
i ' constraints. The mdiining of the configuration is de-
pendent upon the discursive formation within which it
R .
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PART 11

'Since cinema must ,be considered as a signifying
practice which constitutes subjects for its meanings,
the ques®ion naturally arises as to just how this pro-
cess of the constitytion of the subject occurs. .This
is inevitably a difficult guestion to raise as it will
require elaboration both 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 be demonstrated. ,This, therefore,
constitutes a necessary détour in the path to an under-
standing of avant-garde film practice since, though the
point of the thesis is to expose neither psychoanalysis
nor dominant film practice, both must be-examined in
some detail in order to understand that which will fol-
low.

The constitution of the subject

Within the debate on the constitution of the sub-
ject, two fundamental aspects must be distinguished:
1) the constitution of the subject in sociality as
shown by psychoanalysis; 2) the constitution of the
subject by the specific signifying practice of cinema.
The constitution of the "cinematic subject” is depend-
ent upon, and closely articulated with, the constitu-
tion of the "social subject."” It is, therefore, with
the constitution of the social subject that we shall

“begin.

As Anika Lemaire points out, the constitution.of
the sﬁbject in sbciality is envisaged by Lacan on a
number of registers: on the register of the pa“ssage
from need to demand, and therefore to desire; on the

,//register of the Oedipus complex; on the register of the

accesgion to language and to the Symbolic; on the re-

/
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glster of the subject's splitting by, and alienation in,
the signifier.! Each of these registers necessarily
refers to all the others in that they all deal with

the same problematic from the perspective of different
guestions within psychoanalysis. For our purposes, we
shall be able to discuss the constitution of the sub-
ject in terms of accession to the Symbolic through the

‘acquisition of language, and in terms of the dialectic

of identifications.

What, then, is the gubject? One would search in
vain through the writings of lacan himself for a single,
unitary, and conclusive definition of this, or any
other, term. Anthony Wilden complains that: |

Many problems of interpreting Lacan are dif-
ficult to resolve because he does not approach
the development of his own theory in an un-
equivocal fashion. I cannot recall many
published passages -in vhich he says, for in-
stance, that at such and sych a time he
thought one thing whereas now he thinks ano-
ther. His views are always presented en bloc
as if they had never evolved,!with the result
that one tends to assume that any formula or
aphorism which is repeated always more or

less means the same thing, whereas closer

«. -~ @xamination 'shows that this can not be so.2

On the other hand, Christian Metz has commented: "(Je

_trouve aux Ecrits de Lacan) une sorte de clarté, pro-

fondément didactique 3 sa maniére, aveuglante au point
gu'on la refoule et qu'on s’évertue & n'y rien coOmpren-
dre."> There is no point in saying that ohe is right
and the other wrong, but in light of a psychoanalytic
system which constantly insists upon the impossibility
of fixing meanings, on the necessity of deriving mean—
ing from a- given network of relati'onships ("C'est comme

\
]
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ceci que se file mon discours — chaque terme ne ‘se
‘?’ ‘ ~ soutient que de son rapport topologique avec les autres“),'4
it is perhaps naive and/or utopian to wish for the
; transparency of the signifier which seems to underlie
} Wilden's objection. On the other hand, the fluidity of
meaning does not necessarily add up to "blinding clarity.”
No doubt, Lacan , just like any other writer, will

pose different problems, stylistic or otherwise, to
different readers and it is for each to read his writings
in the most useful manner possible ("One either takes
what they formulate or one leaves them.")5
The notion of the subject, and all the others as
regards Lacan, will therefore have to be constructed
from Lacan's own writings and from the commentaries on
them. 1
In "The Turn of the Subject,"™ an essay on the
" definition of the subject, Stephen Heath warns, through.
, a number of formulations, that the subject is reducible
(:: neither to the ego, nor to the individuwal, nor to the
»I" of language, that the subject is never unitary, or
unified, that it is an historical notion constantly in
process, and that, finally, it is impossible:

< ] Critically, Lacanian theory thus says the im-
possibility of 'the subject®' (every schema
drawn, every reference to this or that topo-
logical figure, every knot tied and untied is
an immense effort to represent that impossi-
bility - éhe process, the division, the arti- t

g

L

culation of instances).

i

§ ‘ This "impossibility,” however, is not the impossi-
bility of its theoretical realisation; it is its dif-
ficulty. The subject is never a fully realised process
and it is conseqguently difficult to locate. A few ling-
gistic examples can nonegbeiess help 93 grasp what is at
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If one considers the sentence: "I am reading a
book,™ it can easily be split jinto two separate in-
stances: the enounced (énoncé), which isithe sentence
as spoken, the largest unit of analysis of classic
linguistics, and the enunciation (énonciation), the
act of speaking the sentence. There are then two in-
stances which can be called "I": the "I" of the
enounced and the "I" of the enunciation; that is to
say, the "I" in the sentence, which represents someone,
and the "I" which uttered the sentence. And the twvo
need never, in fact never do, coincide. Their non-co-
incidence is easiest to approach from a distance.

Consider an author writing a novel in the first person
which begins: "I was born at the stroke of midnight."
Clearly, in this case, the "I"™ of the enounced is not
equivalent to the "I" of the enunciation, there is no
question of the author (even in an autobiography) being
the same as the words on the paper. Something, then,
is split between enounced and enunciation; that some-
thing is the subject. Furthermore, the subject is
quite clearly reducible neither to the enounced nor to
the enunciation, and yet, it only ever instantiates it-
self in the one or the other. This is the condition
of its "impossibility."

“:The "I" is part of a category of discourse known
as shifters. Typically, shifters are one of the very
last elements of language to be acquired by children:

"It is well known that personal pronouns pre-

4 sent .ji.mportant difficulties for the child,
who usually tends to prefer the apparent soli-
dity of a proper name . . . to an “alienable"
word like "I", which seems to be the property
of others and not something designating the

, " child himself.’ ‘

39, -




It is, therefore, not unusual to hear children of a
certain age refer to themselves in the third person:
*Johnny wants do do . . ." instead of "I want to

do. . . ." Likewise, the psychotic is s/he who has
not mastered shifters such that the superego which
produces feelings of guilt and anxiety and which be-
longs to the "I," is no longer recognised-as "I" when
it is projected into the outside world where "I" be-

el

comes "you" or "they":

in psychotics one does observe a frequent
use of he/it designations. Unable to cir-
cumscribe himself, the psychotic sees himself
as another, as a thing in the world on which
he pgonounces utterances in the third per-
s0n.

To underline the non-coincidences of the two instances,
and the logic of this position, Lacan produces the
following example: , '

L'important, pour nous, est que nous voyons
ici le niveau ol — avant toute formation du
sujet, d'un sujet qui pense, qui s'y situe —
ga compte, c'est compté, et dans ce compté,
le comptant, déja, y est. C'est ensuite
seulement que le sujet a a s'y recomnaitre,
5'y reconnalitre comme comptant. Rappelons
1'achoppement na!f ol le mesureur de niveau
mental s'esbaudit de saisir le petit homme
qui énonce — J'ai trois fréres, Paul, Ernest
et moi. Mais c'est tout naturel ~ d'akord
sont comptés les trois freres, Paul, Ernest
et moi, et puis i1 y a moi au niveau ou on :
avance que j'al 3 réfléchir le premier moi,
c'est-a-dire moi- qui comptg.g

N
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The difficulty in'mastering shiftets, 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 enounced is usually felt to be entirely present
and transparent to the subject of the enunciation.
This identity of the two is an illusion of the ego
which can be used to fix an iQeological identity, and-
! it institutes the subject of phenomenology, the trans-
g cendent ego.
The paradoxical nature of this apparent transparen-
\ ¢y is, however, easy to demonstrate. There is a éiass
‘ of enounceds known as performatives; these are state-
ments such as "I promise,” "I swéar," I am pleased to
meet you,* etc. In these, the split between the sub-
ject of the enounced and the subject of the enuncia-
appsars to be completely closed up:

g MRS 4 T L e
i

{; ' When I say 'I promise', I pose myself as the
subject of an action that is really mine in

g

language: I accomplished the action (to say

‘I promise' is to promise) and, exactly, that
accomplishment is the achievement of a stable,
unified 'I’, full of the action that is mine -~
; ‘ only I can promise -~ and the holding of lan-

% guadge erftirely to that action of mine - the

' utterance is the action. Subject of the enun-
ciation and subject of the enounced come to-

g ' \ ' gether. 'I' has the identity of my action -

that this utterance is.lo ,

AN |

Even pérformatiyps'(especially performatives), how-
ever, do not diépense the subject from posing itself
as the subject of a proposition and in the very act of
posing itself, from revealing its split:

41
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I - individual, speaking being - pose myself
as '1', the subject of a proposition, a sta-
tement, some meaning, and find myself as 'I’
,zin the division of *'I' in language, its pro-
duction of the possibility of the place !I',
its excess to that produc\t,‘the stated, fixed

*I*, 'I'.is split, never complete, a simple
identity: I am subject of statement and of
la_x_'ggt,tage.l:l "%

This is a problem of representation. In order to
represent itself to itself and to others, the subject
must assume a form which is not itself. The represen-
tation of itself is, therefore, also its alienation
from itself » in that which represents it That which
represents the subject is a signifier; but it never
represents it directly to another subject, for any other
subject also répresents itself as a signifier. As
Lacan says: "Le sigr'u'.fiant . + . représente un sujet
pour un autre rs:'.gnifiam:."12

If performatives, then, seem to realise a unity of
the subject, which unity is of course never more than
imaginary, there is a class of statement, at the entirely
opposite end of the spectrum, which seems to pose no sub-
ject whatsoever. These are statements usually descri-
bed as being in the third person or as being apersonal,
such as: "Once upon a time, there were three bears" or
"The sun will rise tomorrow at 5 a.m." These are sta-
tements which seem to pose no subject: none is included
in them and they seem to'be aimed at no one in particu-
lar. Yet, a moment's reflection 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 moment ‘:{n order to acquire
meaning. Somebody, somewhere, at some time, had to
utter them. Their peculiarity, tfzérefore, is that they
efface the traces of their own enunciation. We do not

! i
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know who said them, and though that may often appear to
be rather trivial and unimportant, it is precisely the
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 subject of enunciation is effaced,
the subject of their support‘'is 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, “Iv
must know English:

the sentence is involved and involves me in
the fact of the English language. But my re-
lation to English is not a unified and uniform
‘knowledge': I do not know ‘the English lan-
guage', there is no 'fact of the English lan-
.guage’ in this sense, it is not some simply

s given coherence, a unity. My relation is d

definite history of and in language: through
family and school and work to the various dis-
tributors of language available to ne - to me,
not equally and similarly available to every~
one, every oﬁé‘person, class, sex, race, and
SO on - in my society . . . a relation that
has lndeed a crystallisatlon in a specxflc
institution of English, which 1nst1tutlon is
wvhat I know and live, including in its support
and production of class division and conflict.13
That such a conception of language is at odds with
the most influential recent theories of language (no-
tably Chomsky) is readily acknowledge by Heath.l4 Hé

points to the idealist bases which subtend a Chomskian
understanding of language, to which reproach could be

+
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added the work ranging from Volochinow to Pécheux (see
endnote 13, Part I, p.34, of this thesis). .

So, already, the sentence is caught up, not just
in a state of language and of its institutionalisation,

‘but also within discursive formations which are the

sentence's history.  This sentence, clearly, comes in
part from a discourse of Christian belief: its produc-
tion in specific circumstances, within specific insti-
tutions, its address to specific individuals, for de-
terminate reasons. It also draws in part upon a dis- -
course of opposition to that belief with all the his-~
tory that implies. This history of the sentence, that
is to say the discursive formations upon which it draws
and within which it situates itself, also includes the
subject of reception of the statement, and positions
or constructs that subject of reception in a specific
relationship to the history of the sentence:
' \
The sentence moves me - speaker or listener,
writer or reader -~ to a position, the asser-
tion of the non-existence of 'He who died...'j;
even if I wish to deny the assertion, I must
take up its - that - position. At the same
time, the act of the assertion itself is in-
volved in a recognition of 'He who died...‘,
an acknowledgement of an effective existen-
ce . . . 'He who died...’' that is, may or may
not be judged to have existed but that judge-
ment either way is the recognition of *‘He who
died...' as a discursive reality, which dis-
cursive reality is a historical mesh of past
oy and present social practice and practices in
1 wvhich I am here placed and in relation to which
‘T am* in the sentence, and that historical
mesh is not then ‘'extra-discursive'; its rea-
1lity includes the effectivity of discursive
fo:ﬁtations, language as condition~and-effect

/
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of social practice.15 r

(: f
/ wWhat happens, therefore, in the case of statemegts
/| with no apparent subject of enunciation, is that the
subject which supports the statement--"speaker or lis-

! tener, writer &r reader"--is taken up into the sentence

/' and transformed into the subject of enunciation. The

/ support-subject must (does) of necessity identify with

/ a certain stage of development of the English language,

/ with all the contradictions, and sexual, historical,

/ and class positions which that implies, and must (does)
also assume the specific historical mesh of a given.
statement, whether that support-subjett wishes to sup-

; port the historical mesh or not. In other words, in

f order to understand the sentence, the support-subject
/ must accomplish all the tasks which would normally have

/ ‘ devolved to the subject of enunciation.

/ .~ Heath further analyses the sentence for, unlike the

’ ‘:? / other examples of subjéct-less statements, this one in-

. cludes a specific, not just an implicit, addressee:

/ "us.” "He who died to save us. . UK

‘us' involves me in the utterance of the sen-
tence, the fact of its enunciation, points the
address of the sentence . » . The 'us' is a
' Jnot of join and division, there is no simple
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
' utterance in the manner that.is not the simply
determined closuré of a position. I am in
play in any position I 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

A
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and significance of Jesus of Nazareth by its
adoption of the ‘he who died...' formula which,
in turn traps me in the address of an ‘us’ '
that, even as in the mveméﬁt of the sentence

I perhaps elude its religious embrace, catches
me in the position of an ideology of a common
humanity, the *us’ of 'my fellow men', that

is strong in the specific 1nst1tut;\.on of Eng-
lish I lmow.16

- ~4

khe same can be said of such seemingly anodine sen-
tences as "The sun wlla./ﬁ_@g??morrow at 5 a.m."” Each

" has a history, each draws upon a number of discursive r\*ﬂ«

formations, each involves the support-subject in a cer-
tain relationship to thej.r status as examples of the
English language, and to their history. The support-
subject is taken up into them, already included, .as the
subject of their enunciation. Their specific enuncia-
tion is, therefore, naturalised as *my” enunciation.
This is the/ very operation of narrative: to produce a
subject-less discourse which is then naturalised as the
discourse of the support-subject.

"The sun will rise tomorrow at S a.m." involves the
support-subject, on the one hand, in the language and
tradition of meteorology, but also, and at the same
time, “in a discourse on the constancy of the universe

" ("The sun will rise..."); the particular forcefulness

of the verb, and the confidence and self-assurance it
expresses, involves the support-subject in the discourse of

~duniverse unfolding ag it should, even though the - .

support-subject may wish to deny and to struggle against
that particnlar discourse. And, paradoxically, in its very
séieiu:ificity {"at 5 a/m."), it returns to dan archaic and
presumably disproven theory: "The gun will rise...";
vhen in fact everyone knows that it is the earth which

will revolve. Someﬁow, the discourse of universal sta-
bility, the history of that discourse, overflaws into

v
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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 precisely the extent to which it is "only an’
expression,” transparent and full to itself, not needing
to be questioned, that we are inscribed, caught up
within 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
function of the extent to which listeners perceive the
meaning as transparent. The production of ideolégy is
successful precisely to the point where listeners re-
cognise in the particular discourse, the cluster of
meanings with which they experience the world." (See,
pp. 23-24, Part I, of this thesis).

And yet, the statement includes useful information.
Knowledge about the sun's position is not negligeable;
it may indeed be valuable. But it further occurs that
the knowledge in question is produced only through the
interplay of a certain number of highly determinate dis-
courses, the history of these discourses weighing upon
the production of knowledge. This knowledge, then, un-
less we posit a value-in-itself of all knowledge, serves
determinate historical interests which it~oé€i1ts by

proposing itself as a statement’ without a subject which

must be naturalised by the support ?f that statement.
So, we seem to have everything from statements full
of the subject (performatives) to statements totally de-

‘void of the subject (narrative), and everything in be-

tween. In all cases, the status of the subject is pro?
blematic. The subject is not the ego; the ego is the
instance which imagines itself as unified (“The ego is
the site of the subject's imaginary identifications."),
and it is not the "I," the signifier which represents
and which, in the very process betrays the fundamental
split in the subject. The subject is that which is
split between them. This is the term of its "impossi-
bility." Furthermore, it is always only ever produced
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in a specific "historical mesh.” It is therefore never
stable, unitary, or fully constituted: : \

: » * \ -
; The process of the subject 1n language 1s

- exactly that: a proc¢ess, not a structurg of -

1angqage.18 |

This is the other term of its "impossibility.® It" is
not unitary; The "unitéry subject" is the "individual”
which is a determinate ideological representation of
that (unified) subject. . '
The distinction between the tweitypes of enuncia-
tion, ‘pex:formatives' and narrative, has been formalised
by Emile Benveniste (Problémes de linquistique générale,
1966) as the distinction between discourse and history.

-Discourse here should not be confused with discourse as

it has so far been defined.

- The concept of the split subject has been most force-—
fully articulated by Lacan. It is for him the point of
origin of the destabilisation of Western thought. He
begins with a simple example: "I am a liar," and as
what its effectivity may be in the analytic situation.

For him, it is an error to presume that if someone says
"I am a liar" that that person is telling the truth and
therefore not a liar, and so on:

!

I1 est tout a fait faux de répondre a ce je
mens que, si-tu dis je mens, c'est que tu dis
la vérité, et donc tu ne mens pas, et ainsi
de suite. Il est’ tout a fait clair que le je
mens, malgré son paradoxe, est parfaitement
. valable . . . Dés lors du point ou j'énonce,
£1°mest parfaitement possible de formuler de
fagx'm valable que le je - le je qui, a ce mo-
ment-1%, formule l'énoncé = est en train de
mentir, qu'il a menti peu avant, qu'il ment

-
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apres, ou méme, qu'en disant je mens, i1 af-
(j, » ’ firme qu'il a 1l'intention de tromper . . ..
: ' Cette division de 1'énoncé a 1'énonciation
‘ fait qu'effectivement, du je mens qui est au
niveau de la chaiﬁe de 1'énoncé . . . c'est
. un je te trompe qui résulte.l?

. Wy If the subject says "I am a liar,” the speaking
. ‘ subject is not the same as the shifter, and in fact, the
, speaking sub ject is/teiling the truth; it is saying "I
,deceive you” or "I }ntend to deceive you," for in the
very moment Of sayihg the "I" of "I am a liar,” it is
» . incapable of 1ying. So, in the analytic sSituation, this
is a way for the subject to say the truth. It also, of
course, points to the subject's fadical decentering, its
non-presence to itself. This non-presence then founds
Lacan's commentary on the Cartesian subject, the subject
of Western discourse who says "I think therefore I am.®”
N (:g The étatus of the ﬁpbject is as precarious and shifting
; | here as in any previous example. The "I" who says "I
i .think" is not the same as the "I" who thinks. Lacan re-
* phrases the matter of the subject in thes % .
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I think where I camnot say that I am, where I
‘must posit the subject of enunciation as being
y separated by a line from the bein.g.20

’ 3

This way of positing the subject ("I think therefore I
am") further exemplifies the central error of héychology:
"Cette erreur est de tenir pour unitaire le phéﬁoméne de .
la conscience lui-méme. . . .»21 ;

. In psychoanalysis, the splitting & the subject is
a given which occurs in a number of ways. In dreams,
for example, the subject is constantly in play but may
not realise it. In facF, the area which was staked out
by Freud as the province of psychoanalysis—-dreams,
parapraxes, jokes, the unconscious-~is one in which the
; '\ f;> ’ b )
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subject is constantly decentered and not present to it-
self. A simple example from the case of the wolf man
'shows clearly the subject's split and absence. The wolf

man relates a dream and commits a slip of the tongue in
so doing: |

I had a dream of a man tearing the wings

off an Espe. You know that insect with

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<his ini-
tials. ‘

As we know, the wolf man's basic problem is
castration. In this slip of the tongue, he
admits through the suppr;ession of the W, to
his own castration, but he of course does .é*.\o

in a manner which escapes his own conscious-

Nness . 22

The subject, then, is this always split process;
that which "slides in a chain of signifiers."?3 Two
questions.must, however, be raised in relation o it:

“if the subject is split, what, does the splitting? And

why does the subject not experié'nce,i\t/self as split, vwhy
is it capable of positing a unified Cartesian subject?
For.Lacan, it is language, that is to say accession
to the Symbolic, which causes the fundamental split in
the subject. We can begin to understand this by examin-
iimg the fort/da game which Freud observed his grandson
playing at the age of eighteen months.24 The child had
a reel to which was attached a length of string. It
would throw the” reel out of its cot and say "ooh," which

' Freud recognised as “"fort" (gone), and then pull the reel

back and say "aah,” which meant "da” (here). In Freud's

- eyes, this whs an attempt on the child's behalf to mas-

50

P ML o™ St M

[ttt

\H




e

-

S e B s ]

B

¢

ter the painful experience of its mother's absence:

The game thus had the signification of a renun-

ciation. It allowed this 18-month-oid 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 which he repeated with an object - the reel
‘and the string - the coming and going of his
mother, the child assumed an active part in

the event, thus ensuring his domination over
it-zs ’
\ -

[

So, the child passes from a real, lived experience
to a symbolic representatioﬂ of it. It is only at the
symbolic level that the child can master the event, but
the symbolic level immediately masters the child. 1In
order to express its mastery, the child must use those
elements put at its disposal by the Symbolic (language,
kinship relations, relations of authority, forms of so-
cial ‘exchange). “~What jis more, the Symbolic only refers
to itself and not to tx |

This non-referentiality of the Symbolic is manifest
in the way in which the alternating phonemes come to have
méaning. "0 and A only represent presence and absence in-

e real.,

asmuch. as O is not A and vice versa. Immediately, the
child is swépt into a play of difference which is the
only way it can signify the.real. The phonemes are part
of the discourse of the Symbolic. O-and A become no;
just parts of 1ahguage but signifiers in the unconscious
whose signifieds arglpréééﬁée and absence. The child .is
therefore,gaugﬁt/ﬁp in a system of synchronic (0 # A)
and diachronic (0 = fart, A = da) differences: )

’ If a signifier refers to a signified, it is
only through the mediation of the entire sys- '
tem of signifiers: there is no signifier that

- - e e [ - .. e et
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doesn't refer to the absence of others and
that is not defined by its position in the ,

"~ system .26

According to Lacan, therefore, this action "éléve
le signe 3 la fonction du signifiant, et la réalité a la
sophistique de la signification. . . ."27

Par le mot qui .est déja une présence faite
d'absence, _1'absence méme vient a 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 1'absence . . . nait l'univers
de sens d'une langue ou l'univers des choses
viendra a se ranger.

\ Par ce qui ne prend corps que d'é@tre la trace
d'un néant et dont le support dés lors ne peut
s'altérer, le concept, sauvant la duréde de ce
qui passe, engendre la chose . 28

/ Nous pouvons maintenant y saisir que 1l'enfant ne
maitrise pas seulement sa privation en 1'assu-
mant, mais qu'il y éléve son désir a une puis-
sance seconde. Car son action détruit 1'objet
qu'elle fait apparaitre et disparaitre dans la
provocation anticipante de son absence et de

sa présence. Elle négative ainsi le champ de
forces du désir pour devenir 3 elle-méme SON
propre objet. Et cet objet prenant aussitdt
corps ddns le couple symbolique de deux jacula-
tions élémentaires, annonce dans le sujet l'in-
tégration diachronique de la dichotomie des pho-
némes, dont le langage existant offre la struc-
ture. synchronique a son assimilation; aussi bien
1'enfant couun/er‘xce'-t—il a s'engager dans le sys-
téme du discours concret de 1'ambiance, en re-:

-
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- produisant plus ou moins approximativement dans
son Fort! et dans son Da! les vocables qu'gi.l

en regoit . . . Ainsi le symbole se manifeste
d*'abord comme meurtre de la chose, et cette
mort constitue dans le sujet 1'éternisation

de son désir.zg

This, then, is how language for Lacan institutes a
fundamental split in the suﬁject; by giving the subject
symbols which can act as signifiers; signifiefs because
they can represent the subject ("a signifier represents
a subject for another signifier") and because they can

. signify the subject’'s relation to the real and to its .

own desire; signifiers which, however, always pre-exist
the subject and take it up into a play of differences:

The symbol is different from what it repre-
sents, this is its condition; thus, if the
subject who is called 'John’' or who transla—
tes himself in discourse as 'I' saves himself
through this nomination insofar as he inscribes
K himself in the cipcuit of exchange, he becomes,
on the other handZ lost to himself, for any
mediate relationship imposes a rupture of the
original continuity between self and self,
self and other, self and world.3o

Language, then, is not the product of the subject;
the subject is the product of language. Language pre-
exists the subjects it is the field of the Other:

Le signifiant se produisant au lieu de 1'Autre
non encore repéré, y fait surgir le sujet de

[ _ l+dtre qui n*'a pas encore la parole, mais c'est -
au prix de le figer . . . Que I'Autre soit

Y i
pour le sujet le lieu %e sa cause signifiante, &

'ne fait ici que motiver la raison pourquoi nul
o
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* born, which splits the subject, within wh;ch the subject

. a v . 31
sujet ne peut etre cause de soi.

This, then, is the reality of the Symbplxc: it is
the field of sotial mediations into which the child is

must assume positions provided for it there, and which,
therefore, provides the subject with its identity:

The three major symbolic orders we know of

.are: '

logico-mathematical symbolism

language

social and cultural symbolism

The last of these attests to our adhere
to an order of values (phllosophy.
religion). It introduce
life, gomethlng like a ¥, @ P ct or a law.

The Symbolic is not the subject; to that extent we
may call it the Other. For Lacan, however, the Other
covers a.vast array of meanings:

|

It is not possible, for instance, to define
the Other in any definite way, since for Lacan
it has a functional value representing both ' |
the "significant other” to whom the neurotic's
demands are addressed (the appeal to the Other),
‘as well as the interdalization of this Other ,
(we desire what the Other desires) and the un-~
conscious subject itself or himself (the un-
conscious is the discourse of - or from - the
of_heﬁ_ In another context, it will simply

mean the category of "Otherness" . . . Some-

1 times "the Other" refers to the parents: to
the mother as the "real Other” (in the dual
relationship of mother and child), to the fa-
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ther as the “Symbolic Other”, yet is never a
person. Very often the term seems to refer -
,  simply to the unconscious itgelf. 33

Anika Lemaire notes exactly the same difficulty 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 immediately put

forward a few hypothf.'ses which draw on what seems to be
common to all the usages,‘and we can move on to another
area, the mirror phase, in which the Other is unambigu-
ously manifest, and which is direétly relevant to the
problem of cinema.

All the uses of the Other pq t clearly to the fact
that it is not the subject; in fa t, the subject is an
effect 9f the Other, which is to say that the Other pre-
ceded, the subject and subjectivity. The Other provides
the subject with its identity and with positions for its
subjectivity. Let us consider, for a moment, kinship
designations: father, mother, sister, brother, son,
daughter, et¢. We kKnow that a father is such only in

_relation to\sboth a mother and a son or a daughter, but

from whose po\%t aof view are these nominations produced?
For a father te.consider himself as “Father," rather
than as husband in relation to a wife, or as a man in
relation to other men and women, there must be a term .
somewhere outside the kinship structure that can guaran-
tee the ocoherence and stability of the nominations. The
kinship structure is purely a synchronic system of nega-
tively defined relationships. The outside term is the
Other which guarantees and’ anchors the system:

Signification is possible only with the con-
struction of the Other as the place of the

signifier; that is, the construction of an
outside referent by which the individual

> 55
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speech act or word is verifgled.34

The interlocutory relations of the persons
(If’i{:hou—he) are mediated by reference to
the Other (the Ancestor, the Absent, the
Dead), a fact underlined by the custom of
naming a new-born infant after his grand-

fath&r.35

/ The Other provides coherence; it is an instance from
which the subject derives and to which it 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 followst

('5, o un nourrisson.devant le miroir, qui n'a pas
" encore la maltrise de la marche, voire de 1la
station debout, mais qui, tout embrassé qu'il
est‘par<que1que gsoutien humain ou artifi-
ciel . . . surmonte en un affairement jubila-~
toire les entraves de cet appui, pour suspen-
dre son attitude en une position plus ou moins
penchée, et ramener, pgézr le fixer, un aspect

instantané de 1° ima,gg.

According to Lacan, the mirror phase "prefigures the
:k whole dialectic between alienation and subjectivity,"37
‘@ and ¥t “"situates the instance of the ego in a line of
fiction, of alieriation.“38 The child apprehends its own
image before it and suddenly realises itself to be an
object in the world, not a continuous extension of the
world. This separation of self from non-self prefigures
Q castration.
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L'assomption jubilatoire de son image spécu-~.

laire par 1'étre encore plongé dans 1'impuis-
sance métrice et la dépendance du nourrissage
qu'est le petit homme a ce stade infans, nous
paraftra dés lors manifester en une situation
exemplaire la matrice symbolique ol le je se
précipite en une forme primordiaie, avant
qu'il ne s‘objective dans la dialectique de
1'identification a 1'autre et que le langage
ne lui restitue 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 1'Autre
qu*il se voit, €t le point d'ou il se regarde
est lul ‘aussi dans cet espace. Or, c'est
bien ici aussi le point d'ou il parle, puis-—
qu'en tant qu'il parle, c'est au lieu de
1'Autre gu'il commence a constituer ce men-
songe véridique par ou s'amorce ce qui paz-é:i—

} . . . . .
cipe du desir au niveau de 1l'inconscient.

Furthermore, the image of itself which the subject
sees, by splitting the subject, constitutes the ego:

The ego is not the\subject, it is closer to
the-persona, to appearance, to a role than to
consciousness or subjectivity. The ego is si-
tuated on the side of the Imaginary, whereas
subjectivity is situated on the side of the
Symbolic. The ego is the site of the subject's
imaginary identifications.%l “

Mais le point important est que cette forme
situe 1'instance du moi, dés avant sa déter-
mination’ sociale, dans une ligne de fiction,
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% jamais irréductible pour le seul individu, -
ou plutdt, qui ne rejoindra qu'asymptotique-
ment le devenir du sujet, quel que soit le
succés des synthéses dialectiques par quoi il
doit résoudre en tant que je sa discordance

d'avec sa propre réalité. 42

The ego takes on the form of an ideal ego as it
perceives an image of perfect bodily coordination in an
environment which the image dominates:

C'est que la forme totale du corps par quoi

le sujet devance dans un mirage ‘la maturation
de sa puissance, ne lui est donnée que comme

Gestalt, c'est-3-dire dans une extériorité ol

certes cette forme est-elle plus constituante
gue constitude, mais ou surtout elle lui ap-
parait dans un relief de stature qui la fige

et sous une symétrie qui 1'inverse, en oppo-

sition a la turbulence de mouvements dont il

s'éprouve l'animer. 43

A

The mirror phase, therefore, introduces the first
imaginary identification: an identification with the
subject's own image. This marks the structure of the
mirror phase as .one of misrecognition in that the sub-

ject misrecogni ses itself in the mirror: it recognises

another real being rather than an image of itself:

The ego is the mirror image with its inverted .
structure, external to the subject and objec-
tified. The entity of the body has been con-
stituted, but it is external to the self and
it is inverted. The subject merges with his
own image and the same imaginary trapping by
the double can be seen in his relationships

J
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with his fellows. It should be n/oted that

the subject is ignorant of his own alienatio:x
and that this is how the chronic misrecogni-
tion of self and the causal chain determining

human existence takes shaPE.44

— This also explains why the subject does not expe-
rience itslef as split, and why it can posit itself as.
transcendent: because the ego institutes a sense of unity
in the place of the Other. It mistakes the representa-
tion for the thing itself. The structure of misrecog-
nition produces two contrary effects: a fascination with
specular unity an;i representations of the human form
("des correspondances qui unissent le je a la statue on
1'homme se projette comme aux fantdmes qui le dominent,

2 1'automate enfin ou dans un rapport ambigu tend a
s'acheye;; le monde de sa fabrication.")45 and, from the
subject’s own felt motor uncoordination, the phantasy of
the fragmented body ("le corps morcelé"): "il apparalt
alors sous la forme de membres dis joints et de ces or-
ganes figurés en exoscopie, qui s'ailent et s'arment
pour les persécutions intestines qu'a jamais a fixdes
en peinture le visionnaire Jéréme Bosch. . w46
According to Stephen Heath, therefore, this struc-
ture of misrecognition is reproduced in classical narra-
tive cinema which "plays on the passage between fragmen-
ted body and the image possession of the whole, making
identifications, remaking identity." 47 We would, there-
fore, in this perspective, rediscover and re-evaluate
such cinematic tropes as the close-up, the long shot,
use of frame edge, montage, shallow and deep focus, etc.
'i‘hey become modalities for establishing certain forms of
specular unity. > )
Nonetheless, further consequences can be drawn from

the mirror phase. By instituting the subject, it also

institutes a distinction between the self and the non-
self, it introduces discontinuity where before there had

-
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" around the phallus as that which lacks in the subject.

been undifferentiation: \
La fonction du stade du mioir s'avére pour
nous dés lors comme un cas particulier de la
fonction de 1'imago, qui est d'établir une
relation de l'organisme a sa réalité - ou,
comme on dit, de 1'Imnenwelt i 1'Umwe1t. 48

/ The distinction between I

being-at-one with the universe. breast for exam--.
ple, which had previously been experein d\ as an exten- |
sion of the child's own body, now is\understood as be- i
longing to the-outside world and, therefore, as lacking

for the child. That vhich lacks is anhdtated by Lacan \
as "the object (a)" ("L'objet a est quelque chose dont

le sujet, pour se constituer, s'est séparé comme organe.

Ca vaut comme symbole du manque, c'est—é-c\l‘ﬁ%@ phal~

lus, non pas en tant que tel, mais en tant qu'il_\ it

mangque. Il faut donc que ga soit un objet - premigre-T%

ment, séparable - deuxiémement, ayant quelque rappor€

avec le manque.") 493? It is lack which causes the breast,

or the.object a, /o appear as an organ and which causes

desire to be bornt the child now desires that from which

it is separated. An organ is, therefore, something se~

parable from the body, and for the separation to be con-
ceivable, the subject must have arisen in the field of !
the Other. Separation, of course, refers to castration. ‘
During the Ouedipus complex, separation will be organisead

The phallus is, for Lacan, the original, primordial sig-

nifier: . (-

vy -

. Car le phallus est un signifiant . . . c'est
le signifiant destiné a désigner dans leur ]
ensemble les effets de signifié, en tant que
le signifiant les condi tionne par sa présence

°
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de signifiant. 50
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At first, ?_h\e“chi;d wishes "to be" ‘the phallus ‘for
its mothers: ]

[y
3

the child does not merely desire contact with
- ) his mother and her care. He wishes to be
™~ everything for her, to condition her life, he
wishes, perhaps unconsciously, to be the com-
plement of what is lacking in her: the phallus. °
‘ He is the desire of the mother's desire and,
: in order to satisfy that desire, he identi-
fies with its object, with the phallus.!

~

The Oedipus complex,52 ifbmvng, forbids the child
from "being"” the phallus for the mother.. It must be

content "to have" the phallus: .

Ao B T |

\ For the young child whose ambition is to .

. seduce the mother, to be for her the phallus,
the unique object of her desire, to succeet\i ’

'"in sublimating the Oedipus is in fact to ac-

cept reality: differences in age, time and
generation. It means accepting that he has
a real penis and a limited power. It means
internalising the Law of the Father (the
superego) and waiting for biological maturity .
in order to be ablé to fulfil his wish.”3 e

The phallus, then, is that which lacks in the sub- {
ject. It is the object (a). All that which is separa- |
‘ble £from the body {the dbreast, feces, the look, the voice)
lacks, and causes an organ to" appear. ' That organ, in’
its separability, refers metaphorically to the phallus:.

a

Pour nous, dans notre référence a 1l'incon-
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scient, c'est du rapport a 1l'ordane qu'il
s'agit. Il ne s'agit pas du rapport a la
sexualité, ni méme au sexe . . .-mais du rap-
port au phallus, en tant qu'il fait défaut a
. ce qui pourrait étre atteint du réel dans la

visée du sexe. 54 ‘

Claude Bailblé gives a good summary of this entire

process:

The child of two to:six months smiles angeli-
cally . « « It is at the happy stage when I
and All are one, when evegything is indistinct,
nothing is thought, everything is immedia-

te ... . It is completely 1mmersed in the ori-
ginal experience of pleasure, almost~out51de
time, merging 1ntq the 1mm?rta11ty and the
transparency of thesevery-where . . . At
around six months, the child stops smiling at
anyone but its mother, the first protéctor and'
aid. It starts to love a Being ~ the primor-

. dial Other. It now knows that it exists, dis-
covers the inside and the outside, and realises
that what it sees is, merely the image plane
in its eye of what used to be the undifferen-
tiated All. The eye gbecomes separated from
what it sees, becomes an organ, the symbol of
a primordial lack. With this original loss
comes the awareness of the Spbject; all that

the child has left is the sight of things as
they appear, ar:d’ that apperance becomes a lack.

/

55

We can say, therefore, with Lacan that “L'obiet (a)

dang le champ du visible, c'est le _gﬂe;g_a_ig “B6 At yhe
Tevel of the scopic drive, the 1ldok, thée gaze ("le rel’

gard"), , is the metaphor of castration. This will have
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rather far reaching implications for any "art of the
visible" such as cinema.

. Before moving on, let us first consider the Other
as it appears in the mirror and in the field of the vi-
sible. The translator’s introduction to Lacan's Ecrits:
A Selection, advises that: "Lacan refuses t0 comment on
either term (autre or Autre), leaving the reader to de-
velop an appreciation of the concepts in the course of
their use."9’ The appreciation we make of it is that,
inasmuch as the Othe'r is that which causes the subject
to emerge in the first pﬁEe\‘(:!\le sujet n'est sujet que
d'étre assujettissement :au cha o de 1'Autre”), 58 inas=~
much as the Other is thai-:\tb‘whiq}x the subject .appeals
(as in "desire is the desire of fhe Other," such that
my desire is what I imagi t Other's to bey it is to
the Other that I appeal{ for love, knowledge, truth, etc.),
é\nd inasmuch as the Othé? is, thérefore, that which go-
verns the evolution of the sub Ject, the Other is that
without 'which no self-definition is possibile.

We may also define the Imaginary as the site of
specular unities and identifications (capture of the
sifpject by- its own unified image, dreams, phantasies,
etc.), the site of dual relationships (mother-child,
love), and the field of the ego ("The ego is absolutely
impossible to distinguish from the imaginary captures

which constitute it from head to foot; by another and
00)59

for another.

Lacan defines the essence, of the inlaginq;y as
a dual relationship, a reduplication in a mir-~
ror, aﬁ immediate opposition between uncon-
sciousness and its other in which each term
becomes its opposite and is lost in the play
of reflections . . . It covers everything in
the phantasy which is an image or representa-
tion.. . . The f.maginary /i.ﬁgfﬁxe psychoanalytic

63 -
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register par excellence, but psychoanalysis

. has taught us to find traces of it in lan-
guage, where words overlap with symhols mul-
tiplied a hundredfold, and where organiza-
tion ultimately depends upon such a slender
thread that it is not aberrant to wonder

whether language really is the agent of inter-
human dJ'.alogue.60 .

The Symbolic, by contrast, is the field of mediate
relationships, the transcendence of dual relationships
(the Oedipus complex), the site of language; it is the
system of rules, laws, relationships, customs, beliefs,
practices, etc., into which we are born.

The Other and the Symbolic tend to overlap. We,
therefore, further define the Symkolic as the field of
subject positions to be assumed by the subject; and the

¢ Other as the ways in which the Symbolic instatiates it-

self in the e:veryday"life of the subject, The Other is
always produced in the field of the Symbolic. Language,
for example, is a symbolic production, but it is only
inasmuch as all discourse is directed to some Other that
it becomes possible to speak and that discourse becomes
imbued with meaning. It is the child's realisation of
the Other which brings it into symbolic positions.

The cinema as signifying practice (II)

How, then, does the cinema produce .subjects for. its
meanings? In order to answer ,this,\ we pust recognise
immediately that the cinema, whatever imaginary elements
it may set into play, is always already a symbolic pro-
duction. It is prodﬁceq in sociality, and according to
the logic of the secondary processes, as defined by
Freud. A film is not' a dream; it is part of language.
The cipema as signifyiqg practice, therefore, necessarfly

/
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depends upon the subject's having already been produced
in sociality, a subject whose ego has already been for-
med in the mirror phase, and by other imaginary captu-
res, a subject which. has been socially positioned by
the Oedipus complex:

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

du miroir (de six a dix~-huit mois environ)
serait assurément incapable de "suivre" le
film le plus simple . . . A cet égard, le ci-
néma est déja du c8té du symbolique (ce n'est
que normal):s le spectateur sait qu'il existe
des objets, que lui-méme existe comme sujet,
qu'il devient un'objet pour autrui . . . Comme
toute autre activité largement "secondaire”,
1l'exercice du cinéma suppose que soit dépassée
l'indifférenqiation primitive du Moi et du

Non-Moi . 61 . 8

What subject positions does the cinema, therefore,
provide? We already t«auched on the question of subject
positions when dealing with two types of enunciations
performatives and narrative, a distinction which has been
formaliged as an opposition between discourse and history.
As we saw, the place of the sdbject is taken up by both
types of enunciation. Whether one says "I want to talk
to you" or “The sun will rise tomorrow at 5 a.m.,” the
subject is always ‘assigned a position in the enunciation,
vhich position is the very condition of the enunciation's
intelligibility. Subject positions, as Heath showed (“He
wvho died on the cross . . ."), impose a vast array of
ideological presuppositions. The enunciation moves the
subject to adopt thgse pqsitions. The enunciation, )
furthermore, necessarily presupposes a split subject: a |
subject capable .of predication, and therefore realising
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itself as separate from the world and from language, and
posing itself as subject of the world and of language.
In the terms of Benveniste, then, those enunciations
which pose their subject immediately are "discourse,"
and those which elide it are "history." '

Discourse and history are both forms of enun-
ciation, the difference between them lying in
the fact that in the discursive form the source
of enunciation is present, whereas in the hisln-
torical it is suppressed. History is always
"there" and "then", and its protagonists are
"he", "she" and “it". Di’scourse, however,

B} always also contains, as its points of re-
ference, a "here" and a "mw\" and an "I" angd
a "you".62

" Cinema, in its historically dominant mode which igye
the mode of the Hollywood film 63
history: o

H‘Q
\b ° {

Presbents 1@\Fself as © WW e

Dans les termes d'Emile Benveniste, le film o
traditionnel se donne comme histoire, non
comme discours. Il est pofxrtant discours,
si on le référe aux intentions du cinéaste,
aux influences qu'il exerce sur le public, -
etc.: mais le propre de ce discours-1a, et
le principe meme de son efficace comme dis-
cours, est Jﬁ;}ément d'effacer les margues °
d*énonciation et de se déguiser en histoire, 64 [~

L3

This, furthermore, is exactly the definition Barthes
gives of the classic readable text (the Romantic novel,
for example): ) ’ /'

1
o

s
car 1'étre de l'écriture (le sensx‘m travail

66 "
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qui 1la constltue) est d'empécher de jamais
s répondre a cette questlom Qui parl 1255

/So, the work of the historically dominant’'institu-
tion of cinema, as of narrative, is to efface the traces
of its own enuhciation such that one can never say who
speaks. W‘ho says: "The young man 1ooked about the room™
or "I was born at the stroke of nudmght"'? If it is a
book, we can always check the author and reply: "It is
Balzac or Charles Dickens who says these things." But
such a reply is possible only at the expense of confla—'
ting the subject of the enunciation with the subject“of
the enounced (Charles Dickens is the "I" who was born at
the stroke of midnight), only at the expense of positing
a transparency between author and text, between signifier
and signified, and only at the expense of ignoring how
any enunciation moves the subject to adopt certain deter-
minate positions (the subject must khow who the "I" is,
must move to an understanding of a report on birth, must
feel the history of a phrase such as "at the stroke of
midnight," etc.) This transparency can also only be po-
sited at the expense of ignoring the discursive forma-
tioc;/ls upon whgch these enunciations draw and which give
them their meaning. Who speaks? The Other speaks.

Who speaks in a Hollywood 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 transcendent ego (such as the auteur)
capable of mampulatlng elements, and consequently other
people, thereb?\e;z.dlng the socio-historical determina-
tions which largely shape the elements and the way they
are to be manipulate:\af, they posit a more or less /
formalist, more or less economistic (the studios, the
genre) determinism, which elides the contradictions of
h:.story and the whole dimension of how institutions get

67
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to be the way they are and how they interact with those
who have internalised them. Again, we can only suggest
that in the Hollywood film, that is to say in enuncia-
tions which elide the traces of their own enunf:iation,
it is the Other who speaks. That means that 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 signify-
ing practice in its historically dominant mode constructs
subjects for its meanings, or in other words, what sub-
ject positions the cinema provides to the spectator.

° If the cinema is massively historical in Benveniste‘s
sense, how does it move the subject to adopt its positions?

The psychoanalytic approach, cannot rest ‘con-
tent with the observation that the internal
construction of a film is one which situates
the events portrayed as lacking any enuncia-
ting subject. For psychoanalysis is crucially
concgrned ;ith‘the intersubjectivity of the
construction of meaning. In the absence of
.a subject of enynciation on the side of the
. f11m it is hard to see what g(?sn.tlon is pos-
51b1e 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 othex" is provided for the spec-

"tator in the "relations of specularity." By relations

of specularity, we mean to take into account the fact
that the classical narrative film is massively concerned
with how it looks, with how characters and things in it
1o0k. It is furthermore only supposed to be shown under,
highly determinate conditions which favour the specta- i
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tors' ;appreciation of its look. The traditional studio

technology with its attendant idnjeologies of f)):o\f\essionalism

and realism as well as all the procedures involved in

getting the "right™ shot, the “right" lighting, the

*right" framing, etc., attest to the vast efforts de-

ployed to create a unified, visually continuous image.
The relations of épeculaf\i}:y are unusual, however.

They are by definition voyeuristic: everything in the

viewing situation points to that fact; yet, it is a spe-

cific type of voyeurism, The film is an object_ which

offers itself to be seen, which knows it is being looked

at, but which continually denies that fact. 1In this

sense, a type of voyeuristic relationship, promoted by

the screening cohdi tions, 9% is establisheds

[,

Le film sait qu'on le regarde, et ne le sait

pas . . . Celui chui sait, c'est le cinéma,

1'ingtitution (et sa présence dans chaque

film, c'est-a~-dire le discours qui est der- 4

ridre 1'histoire); celui qui ne veut pas sa-

voir, c'est le film, le texte (le tex%é ter-

minal): l1*'histoire. Durant la projection du

film, le public est présent 3 1%acteur, mais

1l'acteur.est absent au publicy et durant le

. tournage, ou l'acteur était présent, c'est le

public qui était absent . . . L'échange du

voir et de l'dcran va étre fracturé en son

centre .58

All shots, however, are by definition filmed from
somebody’s point of view: not from the point of view of
the characters, not from the point of view of the spec-'
tators, not even from the point of view of the director,
though the look of the shot ‘can subsume any or all of
these points of view. The film is shot from the point |
of view of an ubiquitous, all-perceiving eyes the Other.

\

- \
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The point of view of the Other, that is to say the way
in which-the film gives itself to be seen (its rela-
tions of specularity), consists of things such as: how
6bjects and characters are placed in relation to the
camera, how scenes are framed, lighted, edited, etc.

The film rests the eye ("Le peintre, & celui qui doit
8tre devant son tableau . . . donne quelque chose en
piture & 1'oeil, mais il invite celui auquel le tableau
est prggénté a déposer la son regard, comme on dépose
les armes."),%9 it takes hold of the look and gives it
satisfaction (in the Freudian sense, satisfaction is not
attaining the object but the mere exercise of the drive).
The classical narrative cinema takes the look of the
spectator and merges it with the look of the Other.
Something is shown to the camera lens; the way it is
shown, its lighting, angle, duratioh. framing, etc.,-is
a function of the look of the Other (i.e., the way things
sheuld be shown for them to be aesthetically pleasing,
for them to make sense, for them to put the point across,
for them to look funny, etec.). That same scene/seen is
then re-presented to the look of the spectator. So that
¥he speétator will not be aware of the 1look 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 be a unified field, the ca-
mera mévements must not be jarring, the whole must be
properly frameg and lighted, the actors must not acknow-
ledge the look of the Other, nothing must ever make the

’specgator aware of that othér look that was there before

his/hers: L

13

v

The film, therefore, can hold a discourse to-
wards the spectator as that which exhibits
itself to be seen, or for that matter, z5 .
that which enables the spectator to see '

(identification with the camera as voyeur)

70




or as an alternation of the two , . . (which
i , incidentally means that what is exhibited is
( to some extent irrelevant).’©

What is‘shown becomes relevant, of course, at the level
of "secondary identifications” (identification with the
human form) and of fetishism. Claude Bailblé adds:

In the cinema . . . we cheat. We want to see
without being seen, to look without béing
looked at - in short to associate ourselves
with the movements of the man with the camera,
to espouse his point of view without reserva-
tions. We credit the eye of the camera with
the ability to dominate space from every
‘point of view, while seeing only what is
meaningful everywhere; in addition, it has
the pox}grful asset of perspective centred
- upon an ;objective' principal point. By
(; ? identifying with it we become all-knowing
voyeurs, while at the same time being help-
lessly exposed - as in a dream - to all the

o ) images that present themselves. 'L .

LTS

‘ ) In the absence of any linguistic positions ("I,"
| "you”), the film institutes a \;oyeuristic looking at/
being looked at relationship. In this, it appeals di-
rectly to the scopic drive. Because the spectator, how-
ever, has already been through the mirror phase and the
! Oedipus complex, the looking at/being looked at dialectic
1 be subverted. It is not necessary that the specta-.
¢ tor see him/herself on the screen, and from the point of
ew of the institution of cinema, it is best that the
| .. -/ spectator not feel him/herself to be seen in the act of
A looking. ' ‘
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'f We are seeking looks with which to deceive

P

t

One thing that must of course be avoided is a
look coming out from the screen which would
counteract this hypostasis of sight. We must
never feel that we are being loocked at. So
what is the spectator seeking on the screen?

o

our eye, but looks which do not look at us.
And in following each look as it occurs we
forget that it is all bounded by the four
corners of the screen. For the look is the
vanishing point which shows the inténtions
and indicates the desires of the characters -
which is why actors are made to play: facing
s the camera as much as possible, but without.
looking into the lens . . . if the most un-
important extra in a corner of the picture
casts a glance at the camera (the viewer - for '
the camera is cgntred), it opens up a gaping ‘
hole in the set-up, a‘qew vanishing point -
. the to-camera look - through which the whole
N _ filmic reality threatens to drain away. That
*is becausgbthe to-camera look turns the ggi-
' directional nature of the set-up back on it~
self. 'I can see but not be seen' becomes
*I am seen' and, what is worse, seen with a
false sight, a sight that is being re-presen- -
ted. This knocks the bottom out of the role
of omniscient voyeur vhich the spectator un-
consciously adopts by identification with the

' camera. 12

o

1Y)

The film is, therefore, constructed under the gaze of an
. all-seeing Other which hides its own presence and which
determines the relations of specularity:

-

\

Captured by the look, the Subject yields to ) ‘

72




. the viewpoint which frames the film. This
( " viewpoint of an Other transposes the past into
. ’ e present of representation. It iz a fore-
’ closed viewpoint, and the spectator places him-
\ self in ghostly double-exposure over a vision
g that has already taken place, yielding power

i for pleasure . . . Another look was there be-
! fore his, that of the Other, to which the ac-
% tor's look was a response - for it is quite

i . .

3

i

clear that it is not the spectator that was

being looked at, but the set—-‘up.73 '

The function of elision of the Other is quite clear:

\ ] Si le film traditionnel tend 3 supprimer toutes
- les marques de son énonciation, c'est pour que
le spectateur ait 1'impression d'é8tre lui-méme

ce sujet. 74

1 Since the story appears to be told by no one,
it is the spectator who assumes the position of the
narrating instance and who therefore identifies with
him/herself as pure look: h '

Au cinéma, c'est toujours 1'autre qui est .sur
1'écran; moi, je suis 13 pour le regarder. Je
ne participe en rieh au pergu, je suis au con-
traire tout-percevant . . . je suis en entier
du c8té de 1'iristance percevante: absent de
. 1l'écran, mais bien présent dans la salle,
grand oeil et grande oreille sans lesquels le
. pergu n'aurait personne pour le percevoir,
. 0 instance congtituante, en somme, du signifiant
‘ S \ de cinéma (c'est moi qui fais le Film) . . .
v Le spectateur, en somme, g'identifie 3 1ui-
O ' ._mé_ggh, 2 lui-méme comme pur acte de perception

*
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(comme éveil, comme.alerte): comme condition l
\ de possibilité du pergu et donc comme A une |

sorte de sujet transcendental, antérieur a .

tout ilya . . . Et il est vrai que, s'iden- )

tifiant 3 lui-méme comme regard, le spectateur |

ne peut faire autrement que’de s‘identifier ’ ’
aussi a la caméra, qui a regardé avant lui ce
qu'il regarde a présent, et dont le poste ( = e
cadrage) détermine le point de fuite.’3

\

What we have here, then, is also qulte a dramatic
reversal on the question of what the ego identifies with.
The ego (the subject as it presents itself to itself
‘and to others) must engage with an external subject po-
sition. This is a precondition of intelligibility. As
Metz states: _, ‘

b
Mais alors, a quoi s'identifie le spectateur

i+ durant la projection du film? Car il faut
- bien qu'il s'identifie: 1'identification sous
sa forme premidre a cessé de lui &tre une né-
_cessité actuelle, mais il continue, au ciné-
ma - et sous peine que le film devienroxe in-
compréhensible, et considérablemént plus que
les films les plus incompréhensibles - & dé-
-~ pendre d'un jeu d'identification permanent
sans lequel il n'y aurait pas de vie sociale
(ainsi, la conversation la plus simple suppose.
1l'alternance du je et du tu, donc 1l'aptitude
des deux interlocuteurs a uhe identification
reciproque et tournante). Cette identifica-
’ - tion continuée . . . quelle forme revét-elle
dans le cas particulier d'une pratique sociale
parmi d'autres, la pro Jectlon cinéma tographi-
. que?’®’

The immediate answer to the question of identification has
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usually been that the sp-ectator identifies with the

characters or actors in the film, without ever speci-
fying the nature of that identification. There is no
denying that some sort of identification does indeed

.occur with film actors, but it is not easy or unproble-

matic. Benjamin noted some time ago (The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction), for example, that
something distinguished film actors from theatre actors.
There are different types of identification with the ac-
tors, and these types have different consequences. Ci-
nema tends to build up star systems, and a movie star's
life tends to be an amalgm Of screen roles, imagined
real life, and private life, whereas theatre actors have
traditionally been quite separable from their roles.
Furthermore, the two types of actors maintain different
relationships with their audiences: theatre actors are
physically present, may look directly at the audience,
and a theatre role can be played by any actor: film ac-
tors éré physically absent, must not 1look at the camera,
and their roles, once filmed, can never be incarnated
by anyone else. But that is not all:s not only are there
different types of identification, engendering different
audience/text relationships, but the film actor need not
be anybody speéial, in any sense of the word. Hitchoock
has repeatedly demonstrated that it is/ perfectly possi-
ble to make the spectator 'identify with any screen cha-
racter, and with many different characters often in ra-
pid succession, So, we are not dealing with any actor
or person in particular, someone who is a good actor, or
beautiful, or vhatnot. These are secondary attributes
as far as the cinema is concerned. In fact, we may dis-

%« pose of the human form altoée r for, as documentaries

and actorless films show, or as passages from acted films
from which the characters are absent (i.e., long, des-
criptive passages aré not uncommon) show, enjoyment and
identification continue to be entirely possible.’’

75 . ’ '
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What is it,- then, about the cinema which distingui-
shes iti: from other forms of representation, and which |
could account for the particular relation hips it insti-
tutes? We can dispense 1m;~ed1ate1y with search on
' the s:.de of the signified as though each form had a
meaning i&;could best express. Besides leaving the gues-
tion of form's specificity completely untouched (why
is this form best suited to that meaning?), it merely
institutes an idealist essentialism. What, then, defi-
nes the cinematic 51gn1f1er in relatlon tg other types
of s:.gm.fler (theatr:.cal,, linguistic, painterly, lite-

: rary, etc.)? In Metz%s terms, the cinematic signifier

is marked by an unusual degree of percept al ful}ness in
combination with a radical phys:.cal absence. The cinema

. Can re-present or reproduce the signifiers of all the

other arts, and add to them elements wh:i.ch\l they may -
to music it.adds ‘sight; to theatre, space; to pain-
movement and time, etc. Yet, at the same time,
it is also founded on a radical absénce. Everything it
‘shows ¥s, by definition, absent. Perceptua)l fullness
and physical absence are also the terms thc(h define
dreams and hailucinations, with the difference that
a dream is an hallucination which proposes itself as a
perception, wher€as a film is really a perception {which
proposeg itself as an hallucination. It is, therefoge.
the cinematic,signifier's particular relationship to the
vigual field (presence/absence, the way things look)
vhich defines it.

What is this relationship? It is one in which the

/

spectating subject, caught in a state of motor incapacity,

is g_:‘t.ven to see a unified visual field of perfect motor
coordination dominated by the images in -that field.

This is a re-activation of the mirror xihase, except that
the mrror phase happend with the splitting of the sub-
Ject, whereas c¢inema happens after the subJect has been.
sglit. The spectator need not therefore be present on
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the screen, in the field of the Other, as the child is
in the mirror. This is vhat marks the cinematic signi-
fier, in Metz's terms, as imaginary. It is the site of
specular unities and identifications, just like a mir-

" ror image. Unlike the theatrical or literary or other

signifier, the illusion produced by the cinematic si-

gnifier is not to be situated solely at the level of the
diegesis, but at the level of the signifier's very ;/
(im)materiality: X ;

Le propre du cinéma n'est pas l'imaginaire
qu'il peut représenter, c'est celui que d'abord
il est, celul qui le constitue comme signifi-
ant (1'un et l'autre ne sont pas sans rapport;
s'il est si apte a le représenter, c' est b:.en
parce qu'il 1'est; pourtant, i1 le resteﬂlors-

qu'il ne le représente plus).78

The cinematic signifier is in:aginary in that, like
the mirror image, it is the site of specular unities °
and identifications. In the mirror image, the -look is
in the field of the Other and it constitutes the subject
as split. It institutes the possibility of being looked
at-- which is the recognition of the look of the Other.
The look of the Other is analogous to a belief in magic o
vhich isborn of the belief in the all~powerfulneés of
thought: there just might be some force somewhere which

"is capable of doing anything it wants (God, the Father,

Ancestors, ghosts, magic: all are so many instances of
the Other). The look, therefore, is not something that
helongs to the subject, but something that belongs to
the Other.

~ I1 me faut, pour commencer, insister sur ce-
) .ci - dans le champ scop:kque, le regard est au-
_ ~dehors, je suis regardé . . . C'est la la fonec~
tion qui se txouve au plus intime’de 1'insti- |

Moy

* »
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tution du sujet dans le visible. Ce qui me’
. détermine foncitrement dans le visible, c'est
( ‘ o le regard qui est au-dehors. C'est par le
] ) regard que j’entre dans la lumiére, et c'est
' \ par le regard que j'en recois 1‘effet. D'olt
il ressort que le regard est l'instrument par
@ , ol la lumiére s'incarne, et par ou - si wous
me permettez de me servir d'un mot comme je
le fais souvent, en le décomposant - je suis
photo-graphié.’”® - »

TR TR A Mty R e

The look is the signifier which, in the scopic re-
. gister, constitutes the subject and in which the sub-
ject alienates itself (always offering itself to be seen
as it imagines itself to be seen by the Other, always
looking for itself there-- in those imaginary captures--
‘where it is not). Just as I can only speak from where
Y I can not say that I am, so can I only see from where
CE : I can not see myself. The inability to see oneself
‘ ( though phenomenology is founded precisely on the belief
i , that it is possible to see oneself seeing), coupléd with
‘ " the possibility of being seen by others, therefore in-

e oY M SRR R

f troduces the phantasy of the all-seeing being (God, the
Other, conscience, .etc.). \
AL The eye, which as an organ marks the subject’'s

split form itself and from the world, can only see from
one point, but it can be seen from everywhere:

g T T —

/- | ’ I am looked at from everywhere, whereas I

see from only oi€ point. .Hence the fantasy of
¢ ' ‘ an all-gseeing absolute being who is every-

8 - , . where-and can seé everything.80  ° -
. o ) _ .
The eye, then, is that point in space which attracts
, all light rays to it. This is usually represented in
O ' ) classi?:al Renaissance persp?ctive as a cone converging
<™ " M
i 78
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on a point:

empirical world , eye

,
However, as can clearly be seen, the eye is only
ever at one point,% whereas the empirical world can see
the eye from everywhere. This is usually re-presented
in ctassical Renadissance perspective in the opposite

manner; the painting, or image plane, is conceived as
being that which attracts all light rays to itself:
image plane

place
of the
spectator

What has happened, is that the’'diagramme for the \,
eye has been inverted for the image plane. The vani-
shing point and the eye both play exactly the same func-

"It could be said that there

tion vis-a~vis one another.

The

is an eye in the painting (or the representation).
dottéd lines extending beyond the image plane indicate
that the real world oontmues beyond, and that in fact,

the image offers itself as a window on that world.

If we think for a moment, however, it immediateiy
strikes us that, as the eye is a lens, it also has an )
xmage plane, the retina, onto which light rays are pro- -
jectecl by the crystalline lens: \

i

¢ >
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eye

empirical
world

The eye, therefore, is as much a screen as it
is a lens: it attracts light rays and it projects light
rays, it can-be seen and it sees.

The codes of Re;iaissance perspective are the ones
which have been naturalised in Western society and which
the cinema reproduces:

kS .

~Does that mean that gpace, as we see it today,
necessarily constitutes itself according to
the Renaissance normg of perspective? Con-
versely, was not the child of Antiquity
without knowing about perspectiva artificialis
just as able to go down- 8tairs, point out an L <
object some way away or jugige distance? The
truth of the matter is that representation
using perspective is only one system of map-
ping out space, though no doubt more accurate
‘than the others. If is no accident that it
coincided with the beglnning of international
trade and the major discoveries of the explo-
rers. The ultimate in cumd" space - that
occupied by the globe itself - had to be co-
dified with: the maximum precision in maps and
plans (the planisphere), using calculations

. based in part on astronomy: this corresponded
“with the rise of  the cammercial class at the -
beginning of its conquests.al
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Which is to say that scopic caétration. or the re-
gister of desire, and the historical moment, produce a
system of mapp:.ng out space.* A dlagramme from Lacan
shows how the look operates for and upon the subject:

8]

'le sujet
de la
représentation

j'ai dessiné les deux systémes triangulaires
que j'ai déja introduits - le premier est ce~
lui qui, dans le champ géométral, met 3 notre
place le sujet de la représentation, et le se-
cond, celui qui me fait moi-méme tableau. Sur
la ligne de droite se trouve donc situé le
sommet du premier triangle, point du sujet gé-
“ ométral, et c'est sur cette ligne-1a que je
- me fals aussi tableau sous le regard, lequel
" est 3 inscrire au sommet du second triangle.

/

* The quest.i.on of scoplc castration is J.mportant but not
central. It serves to indicate that castration is also
played out at.the level of the look because the look is
detachable from 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 desire is brought-

' into play. © The desire is to £fill the lack, or, more
precisely, to £111 it while preserving it, .for this is

. the .aim of all drives and of the scopic drive. Without
the iftervention of the register of desire, there would
be no need for the child to learn to see, i,e., to learn
to focus, to gaze, to stare, to look away, to fear being
seen, etc., ahd no need for the social organisation of
the look, that is to say, no need for perspective or any
other mapping system. What occurs here, then, is the
meeting of an irrdducible desire born of castration
(*lack"™) at the level of the look with a mode of pro-
duction giving a particular sm:ial organisation to
the look and tg space. ,

81
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.- Les deux triangles sont ici superposés, comme
ils sont en effet dans le fonctionnement du
registre socpique. 82

In the empirical world, then, "I locok" but "I am
looked at,"” and it is only inasmuch as I am looked at
that I can begin to 100R. The différence between the 1
one and the other is slight indeed and as phantasies or
dreams show, the subject can easily vacillate from the
o|ne to the other: )

If I look, I reduce space to the point at
which I grasp it, so that I forget I can be
seen;y’ if I feel that I.can be looked at, I

can be seen from everywvhere by an all-powerful
force - for as we have seen it is the property
Of the scopic drive to ‘go both ways. 53

In the cinema, the Other is almost entirely effaced;
its look is not returned: In the cinema, one can look-
and not be seen. The voyeuristic igoking at/being 1ooked
at dialectic is bfo(l:en. It is broken so that the look
of the spectator can.merge with the look of the Other,
so that the spectator can be instituted as the enuncia-
ting subject in the place of the Other. The spectator,
therefore, identifies with the camera which is the look
of the Other. To identify with the look is to identify
with-oneself inasmuch as one can look.

The pleasure to be derived from looking places us
squarely on the ground of the scopic drive. A drive is,

’in Lacan's terms:

(1a pulsion est) précisément ce montage par

quoi la sexualité participe & la vie psychi-

que.34 ; )
‘ ' |
{
|
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% . That is to say that, inasmuch as it introduces sexuality,
it introduces something irreducible, something which can
not be satisfied by any object. - The pleasure of the'
100k can be called scopophilia. ”Smpophilria is a com-
ponent _drive of sexuality. Lacan mentiong four compo-
nent drives: oral, anal, scopic, and invocatory (having
to do with the voice).% Drives have their seat in an
organ, or more strictly in what Lacan calls "une struc-
ture de bord,"8® a cut or an edge in the body which as
such distinguishes the inside’ from the outside and there-
fore admits of tension. Drives, however, are never re-
ducible to that organ or o whatever object(s) may sa-
tisfy that organ. That which satisfies the organ faiis
tp satisfy the drive. In fac¢t, nothing satlsfies the /
drive except the drive itself: o

Ly

N \ €
Quand méme vous gaveriez la bouche - cette '
bouche qui s‘ouvre dans le registre de la pul-
sion - ce n'est pas de la nourrituré qu'elle -
se satisfait, c'est comme on dit, du plaisir
de la bouche . . . Cela se fait sans doute
‘avec la bouche qui est au principe de la sa-
tisfaction - ce gni va a 1la bouc.lhe‘ retourne

a la bouche, et s'épuise dans ce plaisir que
je viens d'appeler, pour me référer a des

termes d'usage, plaisir de la bouche.87

Indeed, the drive seeks its object as lost: .
: o

Ce qu'il cherche a voir, sachez-le bien, c'est

1'objet en tant qu'absence. Ce que le voyeur

cherche et trouve, ce n'est gu’une ombre, une

ombre derridre le rideau . . . Ce qu*il cher-

che, ce n'est pas, "cpmme on le dit, le phal-
lus -~ mais justement son absence. 88

i
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Scopophilia is therefore the pleasure afforded by -
( ' the cinema. We need hardly underling again, that the
cinema presents its objects precisely as absent. What
it s}_mgS is fairly jrrelevant, Its pleasure is in what
it does to the loo It gives the look exactly wvhat the
look wants: the exercise of the drive, organ pleasure
of the eye. It merges the look of the spectator with
the look of the Other, thereby giving the eye the per- .
spective of the all-powerful, all-seeing being. It takes
the look, shows the look to itself, and covers up the
fact that the look has bheen seen. The classic narrative
cinema goes one step further: '
: | |
The cinema satisfiesQ primordial wish for
pleasurable looking, but it also goes further, .
developing scopbph.ilia in its narcissistic as-~
. pect. The conventions of mainstream film fo-
cus attention on the human form. "Scale,
space, Sstories are all anthropomorphic. Here,
curiosity and the wish to look intermingle
with a fascination with likeness and recogni-
P n tion: the human face, the human body, the re-
' lationship between the human form and its ¢
surroundings, the visible presence of the per-
- \ son in the worl'd.89 '

% ¥
e

. The cinema doubly marks its imaginary function: ‘the
look is that drive which comes to life in the mirror
phase, the fascination .with the human form, with identi-
ties, with specular unity are effects of the mirror phase.

it is the birth of the long love affair/despair
betireen image and self-image which has foung
such inténsity of éxpressicm in film and such
, + joyous recognition in the cinema audience . . .
O A ‘the cinema. has structures of fascination strong

M 3

* i J . ' s ) '
A3 . . s \ f Q A
' . . i ’ ’/\1 N v : .
I M . 0 - v
e A e . ~ =ty S S — U, -
I IR TR e T SR | T T S TR A T —

A




A

enough to allow temporary loss of ego while

{” simultaneously reinforcing the ego. The sense
i of forgetting the world as the ego has sub-

'+ sequently come to perceive it (I forgot who I
am and where I was) is nostalgically reminis-
cent of that pre-subjective moment of image j
recognition., At f‘;he same time the cinema has
distinguished itself in the production of ego
ideals as expren'ssed in particular in the star

system. 90

K

>y

The relations of specularity are overlaid, in classi~
cal narrative cinema, by a‘“diegesis which complicates N

*

matters: -

There are in the cinema so many more forms of
potentially discursive relations to take ac-
count of. This has to do with the fact that
("7 the film is simultaneously spectacle, repro-
" ) duction and narrative, and the organisation
o of (say) spectacle along the axis of narrative .
poses enormous problems of articulation. The
voyeurist/exhibitionist relation often over-
lays somewhat uneasily on the construction of
the film as narrative sequence. 'Hence the
frequent difficulty in de_c_idi lg which axis to
privilége and whether the fil;T as a whole has

a single discursive structure at a11.91

[

We can say, nonetheless, that the cinema in its his-
torically dominant mode constructs \subjects‘ for its mean-
ings through a particular relation/ﬁfg specularity which

‘ depends upon the subject's already iiiiring been produced
in sociality. It is in the relations of specularity that
can be found the subject. positions which constitute the

O ;o - cinematic subject, That relation is a voyeurist/exhibi-

T .
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tionist relation. The film offers itself to be seen to
a spectator secure in the knowledge that s/he can not
be seen in return. The voyeuristic relationship is l

-fractured. The fracturing of that relationship is the

essential mechanism by which the look of the Other, in
function of which the entire film was constructed, hides
itself. When the Other hides itself by using a number
of devices which deny its structuring effectivity, we
can say that the classic narrative cinema effaces the
traces of its own enunciation. Some of these devices
are: never allowing an actor to look at the camera, eye-
line matches, constructing a steady, unified, continuous
image, merging the 100k Of the, spectator with the look'
of the Other. These devices irrevocably mark the cine-
matic signifier as an imaginary signifier. The Imagi-
nary is, by definition, the field of specularity, of
imaginary captures (images). These imaginary captures |,
constitute the ego, Ehereby signalling the subject's '
profound and fundamental split. )

The cinema, thep, reproduces the imaginary func-
tion: it is also a field of specularity and goes out of
its way to reproduce the unified, visual field which id
the/infant's experience of the Other at the mirror phase.
Like the mirror phase, it combines perceptual fullness a
with physical absence. Like the mirror phase, it pro-
poses ego ideals, and contributes to the constitution
of the ego. Like the mirror phase, it installs a‘ fun-
damental misrecognition: the child sees another in the
mirror which it takes to.be itself thereby nisrecognising ©
its*alienation in the image; the cinema proposes an image
enounced 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 is a painful experience: when the
child believes itself to be seen, this produces feelings
of guilt and anxiety; when an actor looks at the camera,

”
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this ddmonstrates to the spectating subject that it is
engaging in a voyeuristic activity, thereby not only
destroying the illusion of being the enunciating sub-
ject, but also reactivating the feelings of guilt and
anxiety which the cinema as institution had sought to
evacuate. The illusion of enunciating the image rests
upon the phantasy of an all-seeing Other. That phan-
tasy-is 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 most clearly de-

monstrated in Renaissance perspective vhich the cinema
meticulously reduplicates. Renaissqpce perspective plays
out the phantasy of the all~seeing Other by mnstrucﬁng
a subjectless image of the warld which merges the look
of the spectator with the look of the Other. An analo-
gous phantasy is a belief in magic, 'which is simply a
belief in a force which can do whatever it wants. This
force is the externalisation of the child's own wishes.
Just as the child sees and knows that it can be seen
from everywhere thereby instituting the all-seeing Other,
g0 the child thinks and knows that thought can emanate
from everywhere thereby instituting an Other of all-
powerful thought. The child may wish for the death of

a parent but fears that the same could be wished of it.
The all~geeing Other is sometimes represented-.as an .
"evil eye,” the invidia or fascinum.

The cinema is imaginary in all that deals with the
image and the look. It is also, however, a symbolic pro-
duct:o.on. Unlike the infang. at the mirror phase, the -
spectatlng subject need not see ha.m/herself on the screen

in order to be able to engage relations of specularity.

Furthermore, the Oedipus phenomenon has situated the
spectating subject in relation to positions of exchange,
thereby enabling that subject to follow a more or less
complex diegetic unfolding. To' the extent that the ci-
nema is an institution, producing £ilms in coordination

-
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" ‘a certain form, a certain smell, etc. The look beq‘bmes
. programmed to certain contents. As Laura Mulvey has
\
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with a given mode of production, always under highly
determinate historical circumstances, it is on the side
of the Symbolic. It is, therefore, as are all institu~
tions, a difficult tangle 'of Imaginary and Symbolic.

The cinema provides several pleasures. One of them
is narrative pleasure. Another, the one we have examined,
is scopophilia: visual pleasure. so far, we, have seen
that everything about the cinema has to dé_,j;h the look:
the look of the characters, the look of the spectator,
the look of the Other. The cinema offers various con-

" tehts to be seen. This can be pleasurable. More impor-

tantly, however, . 1s that it offersyobjects --films--to
the exercise of the scopic drive. It provides’ a pleasure
in that it gives something, anything, to the eye. It
proposes, literally, good objects. None of these.objects
can ever satisfy the drive, however, and so it always
moves on to new objects. .The contents given to the eye
tend to be very powerful--their power is detived, in
part. from the vay in which they satisfy the sexual ‘com-
ponent brought into play by the scopic drive. Here, the
relationship between the content and "the drive becomes

. 'complex. Obviously, the deternunation of whether a par-

ticular film will be judged by the subject to be a good
or a bad object, does not depend solely on the scopic
drive. Other factors, other types of pleasure, other
specular identifications (with the characters,. for.exam—
ple), will also greatly influence the goodness or badness’
of the object. The relations of specularity, therefore,
also include ways of showing men and women. The scopic
Yrive is, then, being given two types of things to see:
the 1look, purely and simply, which is pleasurable, and
the look of specific contents, which can be equally

‘pleasurable. ’Ihe drive tends, however, though this is

in no vay essential to it, to elect specific objectss

i
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shown, in Hollywood, the relations of specularity re-

( : N volve maifily around representations of women.92 'Heré;

i the content tends to swamp the scopophilia. A Of course,

- like language, which is.only knowable through words,
thé look is only knowable through what it looks at. The
peculiarity of the cinema is, however, as Mulvey points
out specifically in relation to womin,/ its abil%ty to

. structure what is looked at with a way of looking,” the

look structured by the Other:

-'L
%
|4

This 'is what makes cinema qui te diffgrent in
its voyeuristic potential from say, strip-
> ' tease, theatre, shows,.etc. Going far‘)t@yond;a
“a T highlighting a woman's to-be-looked-at-ness,
.cinema builds the way shesis to be looked at
) into the spei:i:acle itself. Pla'ying'qn the
L ‘ tehsion between films as controlling the di-
;e ) mensior: of time (editing, narrative) and film
as controJ;ling the di.mesn.ion of spacé (changes
P in distance, editing), cinematic codes cred
) : © ' ‘ate a gaze, a world, and an object, éhereby . ,
W ‘ producing an illusion cut to ‘the méasure of ’
desire. 3 Lo "o -
o . ' N " . .
~ The look is always ihscribed in any film... We shall
now show that in the -avant—garée ciilema the 100k is in- N
scribed as a fetish. JIf the classical mrmﬁm cinema
) constructs a transcendgni: suh_):ecij. unawvare of its split,
R the avant-garde cinema constructs a perverse subject .
: "~ ' both aware and unaware Of its split. ° C ’
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; | cellent demonstration of Lacan's thesis. Nonetheless,
2 . the Oedipus comple:; remains for Lacan the principal
structuring moment’ of - the subject's accession to the

[ TR

' Symbolic. It situates the subject in relation to struc- ’
tures of kinship, and therefore of exchange, in relation -

L vaTRee £t gt
v

( . to culture, to language, to the Law, 'and therefore to -
’ desire,/ and to sexual differentiation.: In Jacques Lacan, ‘

SR e

pp. 91-92, Lemalre summarises Lacan's position as follows:
"The Oedipus is articulated in the forms of the social
institutions and of language of which the members of so-

- %

s

ciety are unconscious - unconsciols as to their meaning
and, above all, to gggj.r origin. The Oedipal unconscious )
is homologous with these symbolic structures. The QOedi-
] pus is the drama of a being who must become a subject
‘ and who can only do so by internalizing social rule's; by
entering on an equal footing into the register of the
i symbolic,” of Culture and of language . . . we can say

that the Oedipus is the unconscious articulation of a
" human world of culture and language; it is the véry

structure of the unconscious forms of society."

ol o

33 Lemaire, Jacques Lacan, pp- 179-180. . g
, ’ 4 Lacan, Les quatre, concepts fondamentaux de la .
O psychanalyse, p. 94. . —
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In this third chapter, wve prOpése to examine the ¥
avant-garde as a signifying prdctice constituted in |
terms of its Other, using the debates and wru:lngs

o surrounding the avant—garde as dur starting polnt, in |
‘order”to discover how the aVant-garde has constructed
L itself as a function of the Other. The construction

.

G S R e

of the avant-garde, however, is in no sense a “straigh::.—
forward or unitary enterprise.. Its self-construction
is spread out across a number of'debates', writings,

W PR

. argquments, and conceptuansatlons. To treat it as a
unitary object Qr undertaking would be an error. It
must be approached as a series of 1nterlock1ng and

A% g

overlapp:n.ng discourses. ’ ; «

Psychoanalysis and the avant-garde cinema

3
Cf We have so far suggested some of the mechanisms at
" work in film in general and have insisted particularly
- on the constitution of the cinematic subject. We must,"
3 therefore, ask ourselves two questions: °1) what pri-
/vilege, special impoftance, or particular relevance
does the avant-garde Cinema enjoy within a psyéhoana-.
lytic perspective; in other words, why study the avant-k
garde instead of classical narrative? 2) what is the
effectivity of psychoanalysis as regards the avant-
garde cinema?
The first question seeks some homology or special
‘relétionshlp between psychoanalysis and the avant-garde .
- , cinema. One is immediately tempted to find that
' ‘ special relationship ih the fact that the avant-garde
poses clearly, even self-consciously, the question of
the constitution of the subject. " This is hardly-the
case, however, for all avant+garde films and probably
O | not even for the maJor:Lty of them. Furthermore, since
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all films are by defini,tioﬁ gignifying practices, they
all necessarily pose that question. Indeed, the work
of the Cahiers du cinéma ¢ollective, of Raymond Bellour,
Stephen Heath, and others, has abundantly shown that
even the most classical of cl#\ssical Hollywood narra-
tives is infinitely fertile ground for a psychoanalytic
approach: Indeed, the classichl narrative may even

.be the best ground for such an approach because it has ©ole
so manifestly discovered prec:n.sely the mode of subject- -
production which provides the most pleasure for the .

most people. S0, it is not as if only the aVant-garde
constructed su'bject—positiOns or were aware of so

doings - indeed, most . avant-garde films do not conceive i
of themselves in terms of sub_]ectiv:.ty and some narra-
tives do. Furthermore, the a\(ant-garde can not be
argued.as being a\ﬁ‘:,lvileged field for the appl:l.cation
of psychoanalysis, for any fllm widll serve Just as
well as any other, nor can one atgue that the avant-
garde somehow mobilises psychoanal\ysis or its cate-’
gories or its problematic, that it is in some sense a
mise-en~scéne of psychoanalysis, in 'a more compelling
manner than any other type of film, for again, as the
aforementioned studies have amply shown, any film, and
perhaps most of all those films which are the most f
embedded in the very texture of the social formation, |
can lay claim to this privilege. ‘

" The privilege of the avant-garde, then, is not in
that it constructs subject-positions, but in the way .
in which it constructs them. It is-- and this is al- = -~
most the definition per se of the avant-garde in the
Twentieth Century -~ its (self-conscious) assumption of

| the tropes, forms, and devices of domipant cinema, its
‘dec:onstruc:t-.it:m:l and questioning of those devices in.-
the hopes of achieving some sort of transformation. In -
" other words, just as peychoanalyszs\ stands to the un-
conscious, so the avant-garde cinema stands to the rest

Lk,
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___Of cinema. “It proposes itself as the site of a know-

iedge about its object, but a knowledge that can only
be acquired over and dAgainst that object. In this

" sense, then, it mght be said to have a pl;lv::leged

relationshlp to psychoanalysm precs,sely because it
sees problems where others’ see only givens. This self-~
éonstrliciion as a meta-discourse on film n®cessarily
engages the theorist's Imaginary. It is'wérk upon the
specular fasc:.natmn of the image, upon that which is
the very stuff of its own emstence, the bagic matter
and form of its expression. - It defines 1tse1f as a
work upon precisely that which captures, fasc1nates,
a,nri:d gives itself as unfragmentable: the image. 'It
attempts to break with the, Imaginary, it attempts per-
haps a refusal of the Imaginary, and psychoanalysis
can .help to understand. the nature of- the break and the
reasons for its success or failure. So, .it ig not so
much the ay_aﬁt-garde in itself which holds a special
relationship to psychoanalysis, but rather the fact .
that the av.ant-garde harbours the same qguestioning
attitude towards its object ’d finds its:elf in the

' same position vis-H-vis its object as psychoanalysis

does vis-h-vis its own. Needless to say, ‘not all
avant-garde films carry the questioning attitude through
to the utmost extecnt, with the greatest awareness,
skill, or success, and it-is naturally ‘those avant-garde
films that make the greatest effort in"this direction
wvhich will interest us the most. Christian Metz defines
the study of film thﬁsly:

Toute réflexion psychanalytique sur le ciné-
ma, ramenée-h sa démarche la plus fondamen-
\ tale, pourrait se définir en termes lacaniens
\comme un effort: pour dégager-1‘objet~cinéma
de 1' imaginalre ét pour le conquerlr au sym-
bolique.2 \ o
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‘That is to say’ that the cinema, as we already know,

offers itself as something to be loved, enjoyed, or
desired, and that the avant-garde establishes itself as
a difficult knowledge upon that pleasure or. fascina-
tion. 1Indeed, the avant~garde film defines itself
vis-a~vis f11m in much the same way as current film

theory does g . «

le probleéme du cipéma ne fait que se redou-
bler en un probleéeme de la théorie du cinéma,
et nous ne pouvons prélever ld connaissance
que sur ce que nous sommes {ce que nous som-
mes en tant que i)ersonne » Ce gque nous sommes
- en tant que culture et société). Comme
] dans les 1uttes politiques, nos seules armes
sont celles de 1 adversalre, comme en anthro-
pologie, notre seule source est 1'1nd1gene,‘
comme dans la cure analytique, notre seul
savoir est celui de 1'analysé . . . C'est le
</ retournement et lui seul . . . qui définit
la prise de posture ou s'inaugure la connals_

>

sance. Si 1'effort de la science est con-
J stamment mgnace d'une rechute dans cela méme '

‘contre quoi il se constitue, c'est parce
qu'il se constitue tpixt autant dans que
contre lui . . . Le travail du symbdli'que,
chez le theor:.cien qui voudrait cerner au

’ c1nema la part de 1'imaginaire et celle du

. symbolique, est toujours en danger de s'en-
gloutir dans 1'imaginaire que nourrit 1le
cinéma, qui rend le film aimable, et qui
suscite ainsi jusqu'i 1'existence du théori-
cien (="1'envie d'étudier le cinéma", comme
on le dit plus couramment).3

. 'The  reasons which push film theory into a psychoanaly-~
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tic perspective re precisely the ones which define a
privileged relationship between psychoanalysis—and the

. avant-garde. Th 'avant—garqe cinema seeks to be know-

ledge about cinema in the same way as, though in an
other matter of expression than, film theory. It also
constantly runs &he risk of being swallowed up by the
very pleasure which motivates/fascinates it, and of
reproduc1ng rathgr than analysing it. In the case of
the avant-garde c¢inema, the mechanisms of defence
which would wardﬁoff any such temptation appear to
have been firmly established as the unremitting vilifi-
cation of narrative films carried out by most avant-
garde theorists ﬁould seem to imply. In this sense,
they are caught in the dialectic of the good and the -
bad‘object, in the process of creating a void for the
pleasure of filling it up again. The Hollywood film,
which is the good object, must be cast in the role of
that which is bad, it must literally be turned into'a
bad object, so that the avant-garde can ther represent
itself as the gdbd object, the object to be loved in-
stead' of Hollywqbd: ‘
| | 7

C’est trés souvent pour exalter un certain

c1nema qu on en a v1oiemment attaque un
“ autre-‘ "1'oscillation du 'bon’ et du ‘mau-
. vais',| 1'1m%Fd1atete du mécanisme de resti-

tution apparalésent alors en toute clarte.4
{

To replace one oﬁject with another, of course, is not

necessaflly to o ercomq fascination, but to define it

dlfferently. ! _
The avant-garde, then, is fn a situation analo-

" gous to that of psychoanalysis or of anthropology. Its

knowledge can only be acquired from within, despite,
over and against that which it studies. Only the
native kno@glthe ture, only the dreamer understands

L P ! Tt
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the drean, and‘yet these are precisely the people in
(; the least advantageous position to deliver that know- .
! " ledge for th;): are held, produced, fascinated by it.
That knowledge does not offer itself as something ex-
ternal and objective, it occurs, if at all, as some-
thing profc;undly internal and constituent. It is' pre- i
cisely in the élistanc;e which the avant-garde seeks to

“om

maintain vis-a-vis that which fascinates it, and the
knowledge it seek’s to-produce, that it holds a privi-
leged relationship to psychoanalysis. It is an attempt
to "symbolise’ the Imaginary.” .Pscyhoanalysis i& the
t science of that transformation, it can provide the
‘'means for the symbolisation. " L ’ S—
'The second question, regarding the effectivity of
psychoanalysis, is really only the inverse of the first.
Inasmuch as we define the iwmpo‘rtance of the avant- %
- " garde within a psychoana c perspective, we also de-
fine precisely the effed¢tivity of psychoana1y31s vig-a-
vis the avant-garde. Th® rble of psychoanalys:Ls, here,
is not to stand as a body of knowledge that can tell
us about’ the avant-garde, oOr as a tec;hnique which can
explain the secrets of the avant-garde. These are the
usual cohceptualisations of psychoanalysis vis-a-vis
cu-zgtural production, and there are a number of reasons
. why they will not work. The specific object of psy-
choanalysis is the unconscious whereas the unconscious
is not the specific object of the avant-garde cinema -
(its object is cinema). If psychoanalysis were here
to be en‘ﬂ{saged in its traditional role, one would
have to immediately admit that thé films and theories
of the avant-garde can not be analysed because they
neither dream nor speak and consequently have no un- ;
conscious. They would be unava:.la'gle to the knowledge '
of psychoanalysis. Films and theori@és are at best the
products of an unconscious. A psychoanalytic inter--
pretat:.on would therefore have to show how ‘the uncon-
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. The point once again is that the object of psychoanaly-

—

‘one hand, as a body of ideas, d1scou3:/ges, or practices
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. ‘-
scious of avant-garde theorists and filmmalgers a:ccounts
for their products. This would necessitate the analy-
sis of all such people and even if that were possibile
or desirable, there is no evidence .to suggest that the.
gum of ‘individual analyses could account for the sum
of avant—garde productlon. At best, each analysi.s )
m:.ght be able to account for peculiarities but it
would not account for regularities across products,
regularities such as style, concern, ‘Subject-matter.

sis is the unconscious and not the functlom.ng of cul-
tural products. The elements of similarity across
products_must therefore be accounted for in more “go- - e
cial" terms. It is the concept of the Other which, { ]
when applied to the relationship between cultural pro- »
ducts and to that adgainst which they define themseives, ‘
can be useful in admitting of prec1sely a social ex- ‘
planation, because it aims’ not at the individual or +
the unconscious, but at the process of structuratlon
within which individuals operate. ’

From psychoanalysis:is drawn, on the one hand,” a
mode of questioning, and on the other hand, the speci-
fic concept of the Other. ThJ.s concept has so far
been used in two slightly different ways wvhich it is’ /
useful to specify. We proposed the general definition - ‘
of the Other as that without which no- self-definition
is poss:.ple, and proceeded to demonstrate 1ts effecti- ‘ .
vity as off-screen 10ok. It occurs,- therefore, on the ]

hicl% have been rejected (that without which no self- o
def:.m.tlon is possible), and on the other hand, as an , |
activé structu turing agent (the of £~-screen look). The S
reason for thls dlchotomy is obv1qus: the Other m *
only ever express 1tse1f in hlstorlcally determnate L
situations, in actual practices, through the lives and ' "
bodies of concrete individuals. ' So, even though it is

A ]

102 -

TN ot e e s R e - -




T I S T

T e 1
hl ¥

T T ol ST Ty

~

a body of 1deas whibh has been rejected, the effectivi-‘
ty of that rejection exprésses itself in practlcal vays.
The logic'of that which has been re jected J.nsinuates
Nitself into the discourse of the amnt—garde such that
when the avant-gaztde speaks, it does 80 in the language
- of the Other. Its activity as off-screen look is the
reinscription of the Other into sigfnifxing practice
through the life and body of an historically determina-
te individual: the avant-garde theorist or f:.lmmaker.
How, then, does the Other mam.fest itgelf in the

<

case of the avant-garde cinema? To answver that question

directly raises problems, for by Bstenng 'it’ one im-
mediately begins to specifyi ‘- the Other manifest it-
self this way or that. An ideal avant-garde is there- >
by constructed when in fact the avant—garde is the’
field of a dispersion. There is not one, single, uni-
. tary avant-gardes There are several avant-garde prac-’
tices spread out over time and space. : \

-

'The notion of avant-garde - . - .
The term avant-garde produces no- unammity amongst
those to whom it . g
what the word actually designates ('a genre, a movement,

. an attitude), as to what its histOry or penocusatwns
are, as to whom or which films it should include, as to
its relations. to other films or arts, as to-what its
objectives are or.ought to be. To enter the domain of
the avant-garde is to énter the field of a dispe&-)sian. .
In ‘this respect, it is not very different from the over-

. a.‘l.l sitmation of film theory in general.

, The very notion of avant-garde, then, is problema-
t.ic. In her introduction to A _History of the American
A_v_gntssagge Cinemg, Mariliyn singer states:

For each age, for each place, for each time,
‘ there has always been an avaht-garde. Hector
» 4 oz . . . Beethoven . . . James Whistler
. .''» Gertrude Stein . .'. These and other
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artists were avant-garde; their work was
} ( } misunderstood, mocked, even banned or des-

troyed. > '

She then approvingly quotes Amos Vogel:

It appears that in every generation there
exists an amazing dichotomy between artists
and audiences; what is involved is a new, i

e, AR
.

1S

sl i

and therefore disturbing approach to form

L
3
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and content. The artists, as usual,-are a-
head of their audience. They see farther.
They are more sensitive. ;The audience is
shocked: it does not know what to think . . .
All of this figures for theart form of cine-

6
ma.

3

- These two guotation§ acfurately represent fairJ;y
. - common beliefs about the avant-garde,, artists, and art
in general, and variations of this position govern all
" “®f the traditional writing, and much of the theoretical-
1y informead discussion‘of the avant-garde. This posi-
tion, however, immediately raises difficulties because
Tt posits the avant-garde 'as universal, beca%se' it
suggests that the avant-garde is essentially defined’
"by its advance on its own time, and because by analogy
it unproblematically extends to the cinema a situation
vhich may or may not exist in the other arts. .
The first point of interest is the insistent assi- -
milation of fiim to art, both by associatic’m (Berlioz,
Beethoven), and by explicit statement (*"the art form
of cinema”). Not only is the concept of art not dis-
cussed-~it is presumably, something desirable~-but
the attitude is reminiscemt of the* early sjiruggles for
film respectability so clearly played out in the .
vgritings of a Lindsay or an Arnheim. + )

¢
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‘ The quotations furthermore describe a process of
( . the avant-garde becoming’ the mainstream. The artists
mentioned may once have been considered avant-garde
but they now constitute the mainstream. If the avar'it-—
garde becomes mainstream, then the two are distinguish-
able strictly in terms of their temporal relationship
to one another: Beethoven is no longer avant-garde
but John Cage is, and given enough time, Cage will not
be either. Avant-garde and mainstream therefore be-
come, for all intents and purposes, exactly the same
thing. This should cause us to 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-
i garde appears to be a construct of modernism and prior
to the modernist age it makes little sense to speak
of an avant-garde. Fufthe;;nnore, within modernism it-
‘ self, what might be ~ca11éd avant-garde is already the
mainstream, without the need for the passage of time.
C‘Z For example, it is not as though Andj'; War{xol, iwho has
been characterised as "avant-garde," were painting in
opposition to academic art for there is none any long-
er. The "avant-gardg" is all there is: If in rela-
tion to film it may appear that we can continue to say
that avant-garde filmmakers do in fact film against an
’ ‘academic style, then there is an abusive assimilation
__of Hollywood to academicism, and the entire problem is’
compounded by the fact that film was born into modern-
, ism and that the cycles and periodisations of the
] , various social practices are quite' differént and auto-
i ’ nomous from one another. How reasonable would it be -,
to say that Chaucer was the avant-garde of his day,
that Confucius was the avant-garde of his, or that
Glen Miller was the avant-garde of his? Can we seri-
_ ously speak in these cases of an "amazing dichotomy”
/ induced by "a new, and therefore disturbing approach
to form and content"? The b;oblem is simply this: if
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there has always been an avant-garde, if it has always
( ; t béen "misunderstood, mocked" or worse, if there has
always been "in every generation . . . an amazing di-
-~ chotomy between artists and audiences," then the rela-
tionship between artists and audiences must by defini-
tion have always been the same. If it had varied, then
artists might not have always been in advance of their
audience. And indeed, a quick glance at the history
of Western art will dispense with that illusion. The
- relationship beétween artists and audiences has been
. highly variable, dependent mpre upon conditions of pro-
E\ﬂction and exchange than upon artistic essentialism.
The" /
h changed enormously over the centuries.l Since that

relationship has been unstable- atjbestr. it is quite
ssible to speak of an inevitable distance between

artigtkand audiences. Some audiences were perfectly
in tune with or even anticipated formal change.

.The diffilculty ‘with the dichotomy rests upon the
fact that the notion of avant~garde carries the conno-
tation of rupture when in fact it also designates un-
broken linear progression. If we consider that some
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 constructed a model
- in which the new flees ahead of the old, in which the

old keeps getting newer and the new keeps getting older.
We have constructed a system of gradual change in which
some artefacts lead the way for others.—-It is diffi-
cult to say whether the history of art can be usefully
constructed around such lineages or whether art pro-
gresses ‘at all. Indeed, if art does progess, does that
mean that next year's films will be petter than this
year*s? It appears,’ t}ierefore, that far from being

mposition of audiences, and of those who were artists,
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. lﬂiversal, the very notion of avant~garde_is quite de-~
pendent upon a given artist/audience relationship it-

J

: 106 ‘ ado.
P ' ‘ ' > /”Xxk‘

F e SN — < " A e e Y bt e~ "
[




oY TR S s

C e ar emWRES Y e TS W0 L e Y b W Vi 9 v e R

self produced by the conditions of production and ex-
change at & given time.

The "amazing dichotomy" is a pérsistent notion,
however, for it does in fact seem to be the case, at
1east in the present day. It rests upon the notion,
however, that everybody has equal access to -all cultural \w
production and that as an unfortunate matter of taste,
the majority has rejected the avant-garde. This of
course is not true. The people who may have re jected
Beethoven do not, for example, appear to have been Ehe
iumpenproletariat, and even if they should reject him
today, it does not appear that it would be out of a dis-
agreement with formal change. Nonetheless, if we tempo-
rarily - accept the notion of dichotomy at its face
value, outside of historical and class determinants
which make it a rather insignificant concept, we are
faced with a paradox. On the one hand, we know that
the dichotomy is reproduced in every generation, even
though (because?) the artist/audiencgﬂrelatiqnship has
not changed, and that it takes a new form in every gen-
eration, that is to say.that the distance between art- 4
ists and audiences is incarnated differently each time
though it remains the same distance (the enumeration-
of Berlioz, 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 ‘
generation 1s assimilated by a new ge?eratlon. The
avant-garde becomes the mainstream. So, in the face
of generatlongl acceptance, the same artist/audience
relationship perpetually regernerates the same distance.
How is it possible for the rupture to regain a rupture
when it is so clearly assimilated? Does one generation '
forget what the previous one knows so0 that the rupture -
ran be reproduced? If so, how cangthe new generation
have come to accept the art form which the previous
generation had rejected; and §ti11 be faced with the

/
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same "amazing dichotomy™? Clearly, the most yézing )
y - -aspect of this dichotomy is that it should still serve
as a theoretical 1.\ A way out of the paradox is
suggested throygh recoursd to the,artist's sensitivity.
("The artists, as usual, are aheaSﬂ of their audience.
They see farther. They are more s\éhsitive."). How do
the artists, who are after all contemporaneous with
the:.r audiences, acquire the sensitivity which others
seem to lack? Even more mysteriously, why do suceed-
ing generations come to accept the "avant-garde" that
their predeéeSSOrs had rejected? Is it because suceed-
.ipg generations have themselves, on a mass scale, be-
- come more sensitive? What would account for so massive_
| increase in sensitivity (or sensitivity increased
just ‘enough to accept the old but not the new)/?\And
what could posgibly account for the ée jection by still
more distant generations of an avant-garde that had at
one time been accepted? ‘ - ‘

Obviously, this whole approach is caught up in
romantic notions of individual creativity and genius
whereas ghp\flacts clearly-exceed such a conceptual:.sa-
tior. The question of artistic production and of its
reception can not be satisfactorily posed in terms of
individual creativity for such an approach invariably
raises more questions than it answers.

If we were to concentrate somewhat more on the
specificity of the artist/audience relationship, some-
thing which the romantic approach with its insistence

~upni'x thé individual specifically forbids, then it
might be possible to discover other less contradictory
and less problematic determinants at work in any "new
l «. «. » approach to form and content.” It ig fairly
easy, in support of this contention to cite numerous
examples in which artistic intentionality was quite
insignificant vis~3-vis the ideological/political/in-
stitutional constraints at play: the Reformation and

N
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Counter-Reformation, commissions by royal t‘/;;q\ilies and
heads of state, religious painting, Hollywood £ilm
production, Harlequin romances, etc.

It would seem, therefore, that far from being a
phenomenon symptomatic of every age, time, and place,
the avant-garde is an historical construct of modernism
tied more closely to‘specific historical contradictions
than to a transhistorical or transcultural artistic
essentialism. ,

Though the notion of avant-gagie may be a con~
struct of mode®nism, we are still faced with the fact
that within that construct several practices contend.
'I‘he various practices are informed by dlfferent con-
ceptualisations of the role of art, of the nature of
Jv’.&u—."m‘.her, etc. To say this of course is to recognise
the avant-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 X
aryanging éignifiers into certain configurations. The -
specific way in which this signifying practice arranges
signifiers causes those configurations to be called
avant~§arde. The subject-positions must be sufficient-
ly \marginal to attract attention to themselves. The
reasons for this can only be found ijf the conflict of
social practices. Some practices become institutional-
ised and hegemonic, others remain peripheral.

We shall rdeal with the avant-garde cinema of the
ninet ifties, s:.xt:.es and seventies, taking Europe~
an and Americ pract:.ces together. The choice of
these dates @n§ groupings is not gratuitous. In the
nineteen fifties, an indigenous American avant-garde

‘had begun, and a European one had already been esta-

blished. Furthermore, Hollywood was incontestably

~institutionalised. From that point onwards, we are

therefore afforded a fairly clear demonstration of the
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interaction of two broadly conceived practices which
will be the site of the intervention of the Other. We
should not fail to mention the relative abundarke of
Paterial on this period and its contihuing importance
to theoretical debates which make it possibly more
relevant than the French avant-garde of the nineteen
twenties, for eﬁ%mple. It would be possible to study
the French avant-garde of the nineteen tw%nties in the
same manner but the coordinates would be different.

The Other would be spread out across a number of sociadl
practices which it would take some considerable time ‘
to reconstruct, whereas from the nineteen fifties on-
wards, it tends to be concentrated on Hollywood--hence
the importance of its institutionalisation--and we can
safely assume familiarity with Hollywood. Also, sinceé
the nineteen fifties, the avant-garde has undergone

{:Eggzﬁinteresting shifts such that there is now an

~garde which detaches itself from the avant-garde,

a post-modernist avant-garde which is in some ways cri-

!

tical of the avant-garde.

The Other
|
Hollywood, and all that implies, stands as the

Other of the avant-garde cinema, a constructed Other.

- “The avant-garde constructs Hollywood as it wishes to

hate it. P. Adams Sitney, one of the leading American
avant-garde film thaorists, writes in Visionary Film:

+

. The preéise relationship of the avant-garde
cinema to American commercial fiilm is one of
- radical otherness. They operate in/different
,realms with next to no significant influen~
ce on eac&xother.s
. { : o
Sitney opposes them as two autonomous and already fully
constituted fea:;,ms. If they are autonomous realms
there' is no need to oppase them except perhaps in a
) 110
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didactic, demonstrative sense (avant-garde f@;gs do
this, whereas Hollywood films do something else). The
opposition, however, is somewhat more dramatic. .In
Parker Tyler's words "big commercial film has’ so long
neglected its natural Opp'ortunities"g 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-
stithted for serious themes and truly artistic treat-
ment."lo Here, the avant-garde haé}a moral function

over and against Hollywood's "immorality":
14

It is the moral preservation of the film as
a noncommercial exploration of technical and
A aesthetic possibilities.11 ’
- This assessment, wh;pﬁ gives the avant-garde an
. ethical purpose while—égfining it strictly as a forma-
lism, is echoed throughout the writings on the avant-
garde. Hollywood'é “badness," its "flasﬁ" and “splash,"
its absence of "serioug,themes" or "true art” is attri-
butable to its instituhionalisation and consequent

- commercialisation. Parker Tyler again states:

—
—

In the big industrial studios, the camera--
now as.large as a public monument--is a sort
of gargantuan fetish, a Frankenstein's o
— g monster that can swallow and reproject vast
panoramic spaces as on the new grandeur °
screens. So it is a fitting symbol of com-
merce. The Experimental cinema is not at all
like that, being as persénal as a hunting
rifle when compared to the collectiveness of
| a canon on a battleship. If, in the art of
‘ ' painting, the brush is traditionally the in-
dispensab;e instrument of work, in the art
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of film, this instrument is the camera. The
commercial ‘industry regards the camera only
as a carry-all, an ingenious baggage. compart-

purveyed in "magic reels" to he unloaged in
theaters. Actually, the camera contgins as
many secrets of "81gn1f1dant form ‘as does a
pencil, a brush. or, for that matter. the
~ spout used “by modern painters who pour their
4+ forms on canvaj/dz :

Tyler of course replays ,the assimilation of’fiim to
art and casts ﬁollywood/as that which has no signifi-
cant fofm. It is variously "commerce" and an "indus-
try." ‘I{ is “big,"‘"large," "gargantuan,” and "col-
lective." Yet, he also expresses a fascination with
the image, with the eamera that has become fetishised,
with the "vast panoramic spaces" and the “grandeur
screens"--he himself confesses that the caﬁeravcontains
"many secrets of significant form"--he even goes so
far as to speak of "magic reels." The amblvalence to-
wards the fascination of the 1mage and the need to
construct Hollywood as a bad object is important be-

. cause it pervades the avant-garde's relation to its
Other. ’ /

In nineteen fifty-nine, disappointed with the

; vofficial cinema," Jonas Mekas called for the establish-
ment of a new Amerlcan cinema, a cinema wh1Ch would
"break the stifling conventlons of the dramatlc £ilm."

13

", , A new generation of filmmakers with shared chq;acterls~

tics would establish it: \

! -

, ) A
Basically, they all:' o ’
- mistrust and loathe the official cinema and
its thematic and formal stiffness;
n a:ghgf/marily occupied with the emogignél and
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intelléctualeonditions of their own genera-
tion as opposed to the neo-realists' pre-
occupation with materiality; .

seek to free themselves from the over-
professionalism and overtechnicality that
usually handicap the inspiration and spon-
taneity of \the official cinema, guiding
themselves more by intuition and improvisa-
tion than by discipline. (As the pastwar
emergence of neorealism freed cinematography
from the conventions of studio 1lighting,

: thereby coming closer to visual truth, so
the new generation of film-makers may event-
ually free direction, acting, and sets from
their dead and commercial conceptions an
go on t& seize the truth of their experien-
ces and dreams.)

Obviously, this is not what the "profes~
sionals" want. These film-makers will be
severely criticized andg, perhaps,‘zben accu-
sed of betraying cinema. However, they come
closer to the truth with their nakedness -
than the "professionals" with their preten-
tious expensiveness.14

! i

These denunciations sound like the inverse of
envy, almost as though avant-garde theorists regtetﬁed
the absence of money, technical professionalism, and
popular acceptance but had decided to make virtue of
necessity by denouncing their presence in the other
camp. Here, we find also the exact avant-garde scena-
rio: a grdup of individuals, artists, ahead of their -
time, 'struggling against a hegemonic practice in the
face of scorn and misunderstanding. Consequently, in
contrast to Hollywood's corruption and distance from .’
genuine values, the avant~gafde proposes the rediscove-
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ry of "truth,"” bfth of oneself and of the world, through

liberation of the'image, as though the truth could be
acquired through vision. The equation-of vision andg

knowledge is another theme which mimicks the most clas-
sical Hollywood-based ontologies and which runs through-

out the avant-garde. It recurs in the ideologqy and
in*the‘phenomenologically inspired nature of much
avant-garde theory. )

In nineteen sixty-one, Mekas' call was answered
by the formation of the New American Cinema Group

the

which published this statement:

The official cinema all over the world is
running out of breath. It is morally cor-
rupt, aesthetically obsolete, thematically
supérficial, teﬁperamentally boring. Even

the seemiﬁgly worthwvhile films, those that

lay claim to high moral and aesthetic stand-
ards and have been accepted as such by pub-
,lic and critic alike, reveal the decay of '

the Product Film. The very slickness of their
execution has becomé a perversion covering

the falsity of their themes, their lack of
‘sensitivity, their lack of style . . . As
agaiggz the other arts in America today . . .
our rebellion against the old, official,
corrupt, and pretentious is primarily an
ethical one . . . In joining together, we

want to make it clear that there is one ba- v
-sic difference between our group and érgani-
zations such as United Artists. We are not
joining together to make money. We are .join-

-
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ing together to make fiims. 12

John Hanhardt, Associate Curator of .Film at the N
Whitney Museum of American Art, writing in A History
of the American Avant-Garde Cinema, proposes a very
similar viéw of Hollywood and echoes the same concerns
with truth, knowledge, vision, and formalisms

- The avant-garde film of Europe of the 1920's,
and in America with increasing activity since
the early 1940's, aspires to a radical
otherness from the conventions of filmmaking
and the assumbptions and conditiongs which
inform the dominant view and experience of
film . . . This cinema subverts cinematic
convienti‘on by explaring the medium and its

/  properties and materials, and in the process
creates its own history separate from that
of the classical narrative cinema . . .

: (This cinemg] encouraged its private use by
artists who share it with others and sought
to liberate their visions and ideas ;;hrough
?EE‘)manipulation of the camera apparatus,

. lenses and c:el:l.ulci.d.:"6

_ Paradoxicgllj. the perceived oppositions between
the avant-garde cinema and its Other (Hollywood) have
been most clearly stated by two theorists who are at
opposite extremes of the theoretical -spectrum, Gene
Youngblood and Peter Gidal. Youngblood's Expanded
Cinema is a systems theory approach to fiim perhaps
most notable for its liberal mixture of bio-ecological
mysticism and cybernetics (a brief rurdown of some
chapter headings is a good indication: Radical Evolu-
tion and Future Shock in the Paleocybernetic Age, - The
Intermedia Network as Nature, Global Closed Circuit

. " ‘ : 3
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_The Farth as Softvare, The Human Bio-Computer and His
Electronic Brainchild, The Artist as Ecologist, etc.),
whereas Gidal is a Marxist of extremely polemical
informed by the latest debates ip French cultural

ory. That they should both have conceptualised social
changg at the level of filmic practice in essentially
the same terms may not be so much a comment on the
efficacity’of marxism or srstems theory as on the
power of the Other to insinuate itself into the dis-
urses of people almost despite tpeir stated politi-
positions.[ The empi;ical fact remains, however,

t it is quite possible to reject the activity of

e Other, if only because it is possible to reject
positions of Gidal and Youngblood. This would
lead one to suspect that it is the very nature of the
object of study, film, which so effectively substi tutes
he discourse of the object for tlie discourse about j'
the object. Youngblood states the oppositions, central-
ly in'a chapter entitled “Art, Entertainment, Entro-
pY,” on a moral/formal plane.17 whereas in Structural
Film Antholoqy Gidal states them on a-~political/formal
1evel.1 Essentially the same presuppositions subtend
both sets of oppositions. Youngblood opposes Holly-~
wvood (the commercial cinema) to the avant-garde (the
synaesthetic‘cinemi) in the following way:

COMMERCIAL/SYNAESTHETIC
passive/active
_ redundant/original
unhealthy/heal thy
entertainmént/art o
manipulation/expanded awvareness

J ’ 11‘ | \




profit motive/pérsonal vision

exploi ta tmn/explana tJ.on

conditioned formulas/creatlve prox:essu‘

gives what we want/gives what we don't know we want

- plot, story/plotlesd open structure

Ad Youngblood states: ‘
Commercial entertainment works against art,
éxploits the alienation and boredom of the
public, by perpetuating a system of condi-
tioned reépom;e to formulas. Commercial
entertainment not only isn't creative, it
actually destroys the audience's ability to
appreciate and participate in the crea.ti\'re
process . . . By perpetuating a destructive
habit of unthinking response to formulas,
by forcing us to _ﬁly ever more frequently
on memory, the commercial entertainer en-
courages an unthinking response to daily
life, inhibiting self-awareness. Driven

by the profit motive, the commercial enter-
- °  tainer dares not risk alienating us by
attembting new language even if he were ca-
pable of it. He seeks o,n1y~to gratify pre-
conditioned needs for formula stimulus. He
offers nothing we haven't already COnCEJ.VBd,
nothing we don't already expect. Art ex-
pl;ains; entertainment exploits. Art is
freedom from the conditions of memory; en-
tertainment is cond:l.tioned by the past. En-

- tertainment gives‘'us what we Awatgxt; art gives
’ 1

w

us what we don't know we want. %

5

Gidal's argument has been usefully stmmarised by
Constance Penley as followsszo
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NARRATIVE/EXPERIMENTAL .
( ‘ idealism/materialism’ b
ideology/knowledge
%ﬁ reproduction/production
narrative/non-narrative
illusionist time/real time N
' signified/§ignifier \
ig In Gidal's own wordss
L |
f In dominant cinema, a film sets up charac-
& ters (however superficially deep their melo-
. dramas) and through identificatiojn and va-
rious reversals, climaxes, complications
{usually in the same order) one aligns one-
self unconsciously with one or more charac-
ters. These internal connections between
1 . viewer and viewed are based on systems of
(E - jdentification which dehand primarily a pas-
sive audience, a passive viewer, one who is
involved in the meaning that word has taken
on within film-journalese, i.e. to be not
1nv01veq, to get swept alpng thro/ﬁgh persua-~
sive emotive devices employ ”E}'/ the fa.lm
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g director. This system of matic func-
tioning categorically rules out any dialec-~
v » tic . . . The commercial cinema could not

do without the mechanism of identification.
It is the cinema of consumption, in-which
the viewer is of necessity not a producer,
P . 'of ideas, of k:ncxvarledgv.::.21
Clearly, the avant-garde constructs a jaundiced
view of Hollywood. The Hollywood film haa only faults.
To it is attached every undesirable and reactionary,

v attribute. Perhaps the question we should now ask |
‘ . sk,
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ourselves is whether it is all true, whether the
Hollywood film really is the way the avant-garde says
it is. On the one hand, some of the attributes seem
rea%o’nable enough. The profit motive does loom large,
most Hollywood films proclaim 4hemselves unabashedly
to be entertainment. The entertainment even fits
what appear to be predetermined formulas. These films
do mobilise enormous illusionistic technigues. On

the other hand, the vigour and breadth of the condem-
nation, the ease of the oppositions should give us
seiﬁﬁs pause for reflection. Is the equation of
narrative with commercialism, entertainment and passi-
vity justified? Is it true that narrative or commer-
cial cinema manipulates and that the avant-garde ex-

. pands awareness or that narrative conveys ideology and

that the experimental cinema conveys knowledge? Could
there be an ideology of knowledge, could the synaes-—
thetic cinema "manipulate®” while/in order to "expand
awareness, " must narrative necessarily mean commercial~
ism, must entertainment be bad, etc.? The problem
here is that Hollywood is being constructed as too
convenient, too easily dismissable an object, and its
construction fails to"grasp the complexity of Holly-
wood both as an institution and as a series of films;
mostly, it fails to address itself to the central ‘\
question of Hollywood's massive popularity.

If Hollywood really is as the avant-garde claims,
why is it so dominant? To explain its dominance
strictly in terms of its economic infrastructure
hardly explains why audiences were originally willing, _
before the existence of the infrastructure or the
institution, {:o pay to see early narrative films
thereby allowing both the infrastructure and the in-
stitution to become established. To explain it in 3
terms of a conspiracy Oor of manipulation fails ‘to
explain how some people managed to escape both the / @
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manipulation and the conspiracy in otder to propase a
counter cinema. Likewise, to say that the audience is
conditioned or has poor taste or is simply stupid
augurs poorly for the succeds of the avant-garde en- /
terprise. If the audience really is abject, why
would it respond to the avant-garde? Furthermore,

how does the audience manage to be abject while those
who supposedly produce 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 convenience of these .dicho-
mies elides the central question: why is the Holly-
wood-type £ilm so popular and so dominant? Addressing
that question would cause the avant-garde to constitute
itself differently. The early history of film indi-
cates .a plethora of styles and possible directions, -
but one type of illusionism came to dominate: the
narrative realist fiim. It was not foisted on the
public, the public was not coerced into accepting it.
Quite the contrary, the public voted with its feet. -
Box office returns showed the popularity of some films
and not of others. As we have previously stated,
Hollywood as institution was built upon the internal-
isation of codes and not vice versa. That is to say
that Hollywood imposed neither itself nor its dis-
course. The conditions for its institutionalisation
existed before its appearance and those conditions
called forth its appearance. That is to say, in
essence, that the Hollywood film is popular and do-
minant because the state of ideology/culture produces
it as such, not because of some sleight of hand. The

question of its popularity must, therefore, be addres-

sed by the avant-garde. The avant-garde's avoidance
of pfecisely that guestion is the surest guarantee of
al¥gr its construction of Hollywood as its Other.
It i:a only in terms of that Other that the avant-

3
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garde finds any justification or self-definition. The
avoidance of any questions on the pleasure of the
Hollywood film can be explained by the fact that the
Other structures the avant-garde. ToO question pleasure
is to recognise not only the effectiveness of Holly-
wood films but also their “goodness.l" If they are
"gobd," then, either the avant-garde has no real pur-
pose or it has misconstrued its purpose and its meth-
ods. The Other, then, reinscribes itself within the
discourse of the avant-garde causing it to reduplicate
the discourse of the Other. '

The reinscription of the Other

The reinscription of the Other occdrs as the
assumption by the avant-garde of the categora'.eé and
ideologies of the dominant cinema. Through its insist-
ence on the act of seeing and its fascination with 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: both fetishise
the look. This leads to the same conflation of vision
and knowledge in the avant-garde cinema as in the
dominant cinema. It is extended to the phenomenolio-
gical discussion/description of avant-;gardé films and
to the search for an essence.
Let us examine the two lists of oppositions once
again. A common theory underlies them both. Whether
it be in the terminology of Gidal or of Youngblood,
both necessarily posit & type of image which has an
actual effect upon the viewer and/or upon thé viewer's
world. That is to say that they both posit an image
) whic;h. on the one hand, captures the 1ook of the worid
directly and without mediation, and which, on the

other hand, is thereforé able” to capture the look of
. the subject. As Ken Kelman writes, avant-garde film- -
makers "project genuine experience and direct’ vision."22
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Or Sheldon Renan: "Some underground films are good.
' ( Some are bad. A few are great. But whatever they are,
' underground films are the film artist‘'s urmitigated
i ) yision."23 Both posit a type of image that causes the
viewer to become active, that is to say to become aware
of the image as image, and therefore of the act of see-
ing. As Gidal states: ’

viewing such a film is at once viewing a film
and viewing the 'coming into presence®' of the
film, i.e. the system of consciousness that
produces the work, that is broduced by and

in it;24

The consequence, then, is that some images directly af-
fect the viewer. They capture the world in a direct and
unmediated manner and when the viewer looks at them

s/he sees the world. Needless to say, this is precisely
the theory that holds that some images are so powerful,
usually so powerfully corrupting, that viewers must be
protected from them. This is exactly the rationale for
censorship. In'the terms of Gidal and Youngblood, how-
ever, the efféct here is all for the good. So, despite
the fact that they both call for the viewer's awareness
of the image és image and of the act of seeing, they
both also paradoxically celebrate the fascination of the
image by positing an image that is transparent to and
which effaces itself before reality. Both posit the
possibili@?:y of seeing oneself seeing. They both posit
an {'I" which can say "I see myself seeing" in that the
niv Ibecques aware of the act of looking. In Gidal's
wdfds=
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A film pracm which one watches oneself
watching is reflexive: the act of self-per-
O ception, of censciousness per se, becomes one
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of the basic contexts of one's confrontation :
‘f b with the work.25

" Here, however, the "I" and the "myself" are not split.
' They both refer to the unified subject as punctual source
. of its own knowledge. The looking subject posits an
nyw whi;:h is'its representative, the "I" of the enounced:

/

stbject I

The "I" of the enounced then appears to posit itself:

-

myself

~ The "myself" is of ‘course another representative of the
o'rijginal looking subject. The "I" of the enounced re-~
discovers itself in the "myself" of the enounced there-
. by denying any split. It is able to posit itself and
(j to recover itself. The distance between the subject
(of enunciation) and the "I" of the enounced is totally
collapsed because the "I" of the enounced, which could
have sigr_xalled the split in the subject, is here imme-
diately caught up in the "myself" of the enounced, which
is precisely the instance which posited the "I" in the ,
first place: . '

B AN

i
§
b
;f:;»
1
*®
{
¥
L
&
e
n
i

7 ° \

subject 1
myseb
, If the dij;iiéi“c‘e? Between the two were recognised, the "I
E could never see "myself" seeing. "I" could only know "
_ that "I" was a representative, a signifier of something
vhich is not seen (the subject), which escapes every
time "I” try to get nearer. It can only be known through
its representatives and evéry approach of it (the subject)
is an apprdach of the signifier, and the signifier is !
also its alienation from itself.  The "I" and the "my-

[ 1 12‘3




self" are therefore but two terms of the same subject
( locked in eternal contemplation of each other. A con-
- "  “templation which both affirms and extends the fascina-
tion of contemplation, a contemplation which locks the
subjéct into its imaginary identifiéations, vhich posits
it as uniﬁary and unified. We are returned to the trans-
cendent ego of phenomenol§gywhich reproduces the cen-
tral error of psycﬁology: "Cette erreur est de tenir

! pour unitaire le phénoméne de la conscience lui-
. 26 . ’
"

vumgalast [

méme. .
The belief in direct vision and the unified subject
are precisely the constituents of the ideology 6‘{ real-
ism as propounded by Hollywood. The very work of ‘the
cldssical Hollywood narrative is to efface the trace\;of
its own enunci\ation, that is to say to constitute a uni-~
fied subject (of enunciation) by givin§ itself as an
image of reality, as transparent to the empirical world
thereby installing direct vision such that vision of
(: . , the fiim is vision of reality itself. It is recognised,
however,” that the classical narrative realist film is
/ not reality but rather a mode of representation, a spe-
cific configuration of signifiers, the work of a signi-~
fying practice. The avant-garde's mode of representa-
tion is likewise a specific coﬁfiguratign‘of signifiers,
the work of another signifying practice. The error of
the avant-garde appears to lie, not in recognising Holly-
wood as a form of illusionism, but in mi.staking its own 4
illusionism for reality. As Constance Penley states: /

.
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Is presenting an image of a filmic/process,
even the process of the ‘coming into presen-~
’ ce' of the very image we are watching, a way ’ |
of making that process, the image of that
. wrocess, more ‘there‘', less imaginary, (be-
cause truly 'present'), more directly appre-
hendable by perception? If the cinematic

’
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signifier shares the character;i;gtic structu-
ration of the Imaginary, then‘to insist om
the resenceo, the *materiality' of the image,
would that not be to simultaneously (yuncon-
sciously) insist on its absence, would it
not risk moving the imaginary quotient:up yet
another notch? To show the film in its ma-
teriality - for example, to film a strip of
film, or to emphasize the screen, as surface
'%hrough projecting not images, bué'clear _
light onto the screen - is to show the film

in ifs ‘materiality' at the very moment that

i

it is no longer film. The piece of film

//fobtage we see is not the film, the film

exists only when it is projected; the empty,
white screen is also not the film, the film
exists in a dialectic of image and screen -
vhen we see a screen, even in all its ‘ma-
tériality', we are just seeing a screen . . .
The imaginary can only endlessly be played
out, its endless metonymy can only be :\stqpped
into fictions of materiality, never materiali-
ty itself 27

«

The avant-garde reaffirms the fascination of thé

image.

.

Not only, however, do these theories posit di- °
rect vision and hence a unified subject, but they also
establish vision as an epistemological tool. Vision
can allow one to know about the process of bmduction

- of the image and about the act of seeing itself, thereby
breaking the fascination of illusionism. Vision becomes
equated with knowledge:

, i
for almost all . . . filmmakers within the

American avant-garde, the cinema is an in-
strument of discovery, a means of coming to
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know more, or more clearly, what is most

essential. 28

Seeing is knowing. As Annette Michelson succinctly puts
the case: "Epistemological inquiry and cinematic expe-
rience.\onverge, as it were, in reciprocal mimesis."zg
As the vision has defined itself as knowledge about
itself, what is mostly to be seen, according to avant-
garde writings, is an "image of consciousness." Gene
Youngblood writes: "When we say expanded cinema we ac~
tually mean expanded consciousness.">° p. Adams Sitney

writes of Stan Brakhage that his wdrk describes the

"birth of consciousness,"31 of Biuce Balllie's Castro
Street that it is "the image of Conggiousness."32 He

' refers to avant-garde filmmakers in general as "mytho-

w33 of Wavelength Michael

logists of consciousness.
Snow says: "I wanted to make a summation of my nervous
system, religious inklings and esthetic ideas."34
Annekte Michelsons . "There is a metaphor recurrent in
contemporary discourse on the nature of consciousness:

that of cinema."35 Constance Penley again writes:

Throughout A History of the American Avant-

. Garde Cinema we see the same emphasis. Wri-
ting of Maya Deren's A_Study on Choreography
for the Camera Lucy Fisher says: 'Thus the
fluid transitions of Beatty's dance movements
seem to stand as analogues for the movements
of consciousness®' (p73); Stuart Liebman des-
cribes Brakhage's 'great project' as 'the re-
presentation of the movements of consciousness

itself " (p97); Fred Camper insists that Jordan

Belson's films': are ‘not images at all, but

forms of consciousness*® (pl25); Ellen Feldman:
*The use of pers\istenc;e of vision becomes the
foundation for creating an analogy between the

126 ‘ J
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processes of viewing film and that of con-
sciousness' (pl49) and ‘the film structure.
functions as both analogue and an instant of
consciousness. 36 \
Gldal adds: "the act of /se1f~perception', of cbnscious—-
ness E.. se, becomes one of the basic contexts of one's
confrontation with the work. n37

. In all of these 1nstances, the subject ]TS the trans-.
cendent ego of phenomenology locked in eternal self-con-
templation. Not surprisingly, then, most of the avant-
garde writing tends to be specifically phenomenological:

«

The American criticism discussed here takes
the phenomenological gestalt of cinema, and

of avant-garde films in particular, for gran-
ted, both theoretically and historically. It
takes its critical cues from what is has de-
termined to be the nature of film and espe-
clally of these films. Thus, everyone is in .
agreement. The filmmakers write their Meta-
phors on Vision (Brakhage), Snow will talk of
his project of making a film (Wavelengtli) that
would be 'a definitive statement of pure film
space and time . . . all about seeing”,

Warhol will remind us to 'just look’. ' The
films themselves will be seen as the exemplary
phenomenoloqs‘cal event by their very nature .38

‘
#

Metz links /phenomer{ologsg with idealism and notes thats

Ce n'est certainement pas par hasard si 1la

, figure majeure de 1'idéalisme dans la thé-
orie cinématographique a été la phénoménolo-
gie, dont se réclamaient explicitement Bazin
et d'autres auteurs de la mémeléquue,\ dont

129 )
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— dérivent plus implicitement (mais dé fagon
( plus généralisée) toutes les conceptions du .
- cinéma comme dévoilement mystique, comme
"vérité"” ou “"réalité” se déployant de plein
droit, comme apparition de 1l'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 du Moi qui est leur point a-
., veugle . .« . Le "il y a" de la phénoménologie
proprement dite (philosophique), comme réveé-
lation ontique renvoyant 3 un suget—percevant
(= "cogito perceptif"), & un sujet, pour 1eque1
seulement il peut y avoir quelque chose, en-
tretient des affinités étroites et précises
avec l'instauration du signifiant de cinéma
dans le Moi . . . avec le spectateur réfugid’
en lui-méme comme pure instance de percep-
tion . . . Dans cette mesure, le cinéma est
bien un "art phénoménologique” . . . Mais il
ne peut 1'8tre que parce que ses détermina-
tions objectives le rendent tel. La position
du Moi au cinéma ne tient pas a une ressem—
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blance miraculeuse entre le cinéma et les ca-
ractéres naturels de toute perception, elle
est, au contraire, prévue et marquée 4°*avance
par l'institution (outillage, disposition de
la salle, dispositif mental qui intériorise
tout c:ela).39

,In other words, the phenomenological arientation:of
_the avant-garde rejoins the most classically realist .
theories of a Bazin. Both classical realism and the
avant-garde posit a/ unified subject, the subj@gt of its
own consciousness which it can see. This is the trans-
cendent ego of phenomenology, the Moi leurré, the ego
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which mistakes its representatives for itself and thereby

(;f . denies its split. The Ythere is" ("il y a") of pheno-
menology necessarily implies this unified subject for
whom there is something. The correlates of the uni-

ied subject are, therefore, on the¢ one hand, the dis-f

ourse of phenomenolégy, and on the other hand, the
ideology of realism or of direct vision (“toutes les
conceptions du cinéma comme dévoilement mystique, ®vé-
rité" ou "réalité"). - The place of the ego is entirely
determined, however, as Metz points out, by the insti-
tution’'of cinema which is such that it posits a unified
subject. Here then, the Other, that is to say Holly-
wood, its ideology and its institution, are \totallg in~-
ternalised or reinscribed within the discourse of the
avant-garde. The subject upon which the avant-garde
‘ works, about which it seeks to produce knowledge, is
preqisely the sumbject as given by the institution of
Hollywqod. Ad I'detz says:

TRy
PR = B

© R TEST

(o

1 -

pourtant c'est le cinéma et la phé’noménologie
v dans leur commune illusion de maitrise percep-
tive, qui doivent étre éclairds par les con-

ditions réelles de la société et de 1'homme.%0
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Consequently, though the avant-garde sets itself up as
. . - knowledge about the Imaginary, it is unable to break T
the hold of the Imaginary, and the discourse about the
the™object becomes the discourse of the c:objer:i:.41 The
. long, detailed, phenomenological descriptions of avant-

garde films reproduce and extend the discourse of 'the

films themselves just as the avant-garde reproduces and
extendé the fascination of the image found in dominant

. cinema. o “ ‘ .

The co¥relate ' of the definition of film as the
scene. of consciousness, is the definition of the esgence
of cinema as lying in precisety those -elements which
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make consciousness more present. As vision and conscious-
ness are conflated, the essence lies in the material base
of cinema and in those techniques which constitute the
very image. Sitney describes the pro ject of the avant-
garde as an attempt to "define . . . /art in terms of the
essence of [the] “materials and tools:"?% John Hanhardt
writes: "This cinema sutbVerts cinematic convention by
exploring the medium and its properties and materials.”
Of Malcolm LeGrice, Constance Penley makes this broader
point: k

43

Like almost all other writers on experimental
filn: (David Curtis, Standish lLawder, Gene
Youngblood, etc.) LeGrice emphasizes the
close dependence of the avant-garde aesthe- ,
LI tic on technological development. More so
than with popular cinema, all the advances.
in avant-garde °*film thought' have depended
on the refinement and expansion of the tech-
nological possibi:\.n'.t:ies.‘44
Q »
Both the avant-garde and classical realism are greatly .
concerned with the "specifically cinematic,"’ that is to
say with the essence of film. Where classical theories
saw it in the most perfect reproduction possible of the -

" empifrical world, the total effacement of the cinema be-

fore that world, what Bazin called "plus de cinéma,™ no
more cinema, the avant-garde locates it in the techno-
logy of the Qé.nema, that is to say in the foregrounding

. and deconstruction of the very processes which permit

the exis{:enc_:e'of an image. This concern with techno-
logy is itself reminiscent of the technicism of Soviet. -
filmmakers of the twenties, or indeed of Hollywood's

own magsive deployment of technology,“ and also of Bazin‘'s

technol gical determinism.45 For Bazin, the technolo-
ai volution of the cinema was of paramount impor-
\ 3
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' tance in affecting film styles and was forever open-
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sence because the cinematic signifier com

ing new possibilities for greater and greater realism.
The avant-garde's concern with technology, the fact
that it depends so massively on technological change
and on the investigation of technology (flicker films,
zooms, camera-s shake, loss of loop, f£film scratches,
rephotography. pro Jectlon set-pieces, etc.) appears
as a fetishisation of the apparatus and a remanifesta-
,tion of Bazinian J.deallsm. As Metz states:

Ce n'est pas par hasard qu'il existe au

cinéma, chez certains qpérateurs, certains
metteurs en scene, certa:ms critiques, cer-
tains spectateurs, un véritable "fétishisme

de 1la t:echn.'utzju(=,-".46

This, fetishism is the ultimate capture by the Imagin-
ary' in the face of a denial of that capture. Avant-
garde films are invblved in showing the techniques
which create-illusionism. Showing the techniques is
no less illusionistic than showing anything else. The
more one insists upon the cipematic signifier, ‘upon
its presence, the more one also insists ugon its ab-
i(i)nes a high
degree of perceptual presence with total physical ab-
sence. As Metz 'has argued, the cimematic signifier
is imaginary in its very constitution not in what it
may come to repgesen_t. If the gcz’al og avan}:-garde
cinema, then, is to break illusionism by expanding
awareness or vision, we'must.question the effectivity
of its straéegiés. What does it mean to show the
bprzess of production of dillusion in a way which can
itself only ever be l:i.ll\lt.'v.ion:i,stic‘i‘ On the one hand,
the foregrounding and deconstruction of the techniques

- is a denial of iliugjon. The denial /of the illusion

is, however, the surest avowal of the illusion's power.
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As in a dream, the thought that it is only a ‘dreém is
a way of controlling\anxiety go that the dream may go

on

47

The use of self-reflexive aesthetic strate-
gies . . . whether or not ‘the images show
the functioning of the camera, pro Jjector,
editing equipment or use "filmic material
processes® as subject matter: celluloid
scratches, splicing tape marks, processing
stains, fingér prints, image slip, etc. . . .
If we take Metz's thesis that the primary
identification is with the camera, then we
must immediately question the "objectivity®
of the strategy of showing the spectator
those "protheses” of his own body, of his
own visions it is quite likely that this

. could reinforce the primary identificati.on.48

/

The techniques both deny, and through the very

need to deny, affirm the fascination of the image.
They are a fetish. -

7
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Quant au fétiche lui-méme, dans ses manifes-
tations cinématographiques, qui ne verrait
‘qu'il consiste au fond dans 1'outillage du
cinéma tout entier (= la “technique™), ou

dans le cinéma tout entier comme outillage et °

comme technique, pour les films de fiction et
lﬁur les autres? . . . Ainsi, par rapport

au corps désiré--au corps de désir, plitot--,
- le fétiche est dans la méme position gue

1'outillage technique par rapport au cinéma

ydans son ensemble. Fétiche, le cinéma ,'

comme performance technique, comme prouesse,

comme explolit: exploit qui souiigne et

|
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accuse le mangue oi se fonde tout le dispo-
sitif (L1'absence de 1'objet, remplacé par
son reflet), exploit qui consiste en méme

' temps % faire oublier cette absence.?

Metz goes on to point out that film theory is also '
rooted in the fetishism of technique ("le théoricien
du cinéma conserve forcément en lui . . . cet intdrét
pour l'outillage sans lequel il ne serait pas motivé .
2 1'étudier.") He points. specifically to:

les cadrages, et aussi certains mouvements
dtappareils . . . ouverture et fermeture

progressives en fondu, iris, fondus-en-

-

- chainés 5

To which we might add all those techniques so prominent

in the avant-garde whose function is to foreground
the look by 'giving something to see, theréby empha-
sising the frame edge (Warhol's Blow Job for example,
or even Sleep, Wavelength, etc.) or which trouble
vision, deliberately not gi;}ing any easily, recognisa-
ble object to see (almos’/t. all of Brakhage, for ex~

ample). . )

Though the avant-garde may break narrative, it in
no way breaks illusionism. On theé contrary, it feti-
shises the illusion. Although the avant-garde esta-
blishes itself as knowledge about something, it does
not necessarily manage to break/away from its object
or to produce the knowledge. This fetishistic acti-
vity is also the way in which the Other operates as
off-screen look. In classical narrative cinema, the

.Other subsumes the look Of the spectator in order to

establish the spectator as the subject of enunciation;
in avant-garde film, it reifies the look.

! ) k .
: !
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These minimglist efforfs, in their attempt
to strip away all problematic significétions
and replace them with a hyper-fational and
' conscious knowledge, identify this enter-
prise as the cinema of lack par excellence:
it constructs emptiness and insufficiency
only in order to f£i11 it . . . But even if
fetishism is basic to art-making, 'there are
still degrees of the guest for an unproblem-

atic center of signification, a unified and
coherent subject, a position of pure mas-
tery, a phallus which is not decomposable.
And, it is through the look, that is, across \
the specular regime, that the subject assures
himself of the integrity of the object and
thus of his own body. The minimalist film
_ work, then, serves a defensive function for
the spectator, assuring the subject control
over his .own body acybss an identification
with the camera (as carrier of the look)
which then reorganizes space, time and sig-
hification according to the needs of his own
narcissism . . . The defenses against the
drives are as important as the activity of
the drives themselves and the notion of
; cinematic "pleasure"” will have to be compli-
, cated throudh an analysis of the possibili-~ .
ties of defense afforded by the cinema.51
,Q!h\e avant-garde cinema appears, theréfore, as a de-
fence against the pleasure of the look afforded by the
dominant classical reélist narrative. It both affiims.
that pleasure and denies it. Laura Mulvey has suggest-
ed that the pleasure of the classical narrative cinema

“1ies in how it structures the look into narrative,

allowing phantasies to be played out in. relation to.char- -
O !
134 ' | ,
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acters:

The magic of the Hollywood style at its best
(and of all the cinema which fell within its
y - sphere of influence) arose, not exclusively, -
] but in one important aspect, fmm?.ts skii-—
: ' led and satisfying manipulation of visual
pleasure. Unchallenged, mainstream film
coded the erotic into the language of the
; : dominant patriérchal order. In the highly
.developed Hollywood cinema it was only
. through these codes that the alienated sub-
x ject, torn in his imaginary memory by a
sense of loss, by the terror of potential
Yack in phantasy, came near to finding a
- glimpse of satisfaction: through its formal
beauty- and its play on his own Tormative ob-
4 ‘ o sessions. ’

(

o Ay

But, as Penley adds:

o In terms/ of a political filmmaking practice, ‘ ’
a practice whose emphasis is on transforma- '

; \ . } tion rather than transgression, is there any

way to eliminate the imaginary relation be-

tween spectator and screen? Is there any

way to systematically subvert this relation

without ending up in the impassﬂe described

above.53

) The question is important’ for it is pnly by‘\ .

| breaking the imaginary hold of the image that the ‘

{ avant-garde can free itself from its Other to reconcep-
tualise its entire problematic. In the face of a
highly persistent imaginary capture which is the very
stuff of the cinematic signifier and which structures

J
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the entire institution of cinema, the obvious answer
appears to insigt more upon symbolic relatiqps’gnd less

experience be "complicated®™:

upon imaginary ones. Barthes suggests that Te £fiim

i
. ’

Comment se décdller du miroir? . . . Certes,
il est toujours possible de concevoir un art
qui rompra le cercle duel, la fascination
filmique, et déliera 1‘empoissement, 1'hyp-
nose du vraisemblable (de 1'analogique), par
quelque recours au regard (ou a 1l'écoute)
critique du spectateur; n'est-ce pas cela
dont il s'agit dans l1l‘'effet brechtien de
distanciation? Bien des choses peuvent ai-
der au réveil de 1'hynose (iméginaire et/ou
idéologique), les procédés mémes de l'art
épique, la culture du spectateur ou sa vigi-
lance idéologique: contrairement 3 1'hys-
térie classique, 1'imaginaire disparaitrait,
dés lors qu'on l'Observerait. Mais il est
wne autre manidre d'aller au cinéma: (autre-
ment qu'armé par le discours de la contre-
idéologie): en s'y laissant fasciner deux
fois:s par l'image et par ses entours, comme

.81 jr'avais deux corps pervers prét a féti-

chiser, non 1'image, mais précisément ce qui
l'excédes le grain du son, la salle, le '
noir, la masse obscure des autres corps, les
rais de la lumiére, 1l'entrée, la sortie:

bref pour distancer, "décoller®, je compli-
gue une “relation" par une "situation".54

Paying attention to yhat exceeds the relation (the
Imaginary). What exceeds it is the sound of the voice,
the darkness, etc.: the histogy of the institution.
In the same vein, Constance Penley suggests:

’

136




POPAMITIMCIIINS U an by g SRl A v oy

s o

L4 4 L™ N ST e i g e

-

There is perhaps only one way to complicate
this particular (imaginary) relation: lang~
uage can offer us an obligque route through .
the image; it can “unstick" us a little from
the screen as Barthes would say . « -« Images
have very little analytical power in them-
selves; their power of fascination and iden-
tifica;tion is too strong. This is why there
must always be a hcommentary on the imagé
simul taneously with the commentary of and
with them.>> ' A

<

Barthes and Penley are, here, both 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:

s

[Thie:] is where it becomes possible to say
that the narrative space of film is today .
not simply a theoretical and practical
actuality but is a crucial and political
avant-garde problem in a way which offers
' perspectives on the existing terms of that
actuality. Deconstruction is quickly the
impasse of formal device, an aesthetic of
transgression when the need is an actuality
of transformation, and a politically conse- . ,
quent materialism in film is not to be ex-
pressed as veering contact past internal
content in order to proceed with "film as
£ilm" !but rather as a‘wox,:k on the construc-
tions and relations of meaning and subject
in a specific signifying practice in a given
socio-historical situation, a work that is
much less on "codes" than on the operations
of nar{ativisation. At its most effectively
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critical, moreover, that work may well bedxr
little resemblance to what in the given situ-
ation is officially acknowledged and defined
as “avant-garde™; in particular . . . it may
weii involve an action at the limits of
narrative within the narrative film, at the
limits of its fictions of unity.56

What we have, then, across these three quo-
tations is a call for work on history: the history of
the institution, of the viewing situatioé, of the
dominant form of cinema. That work would necessarily
~recognise the specificity of the sighifying practice
and, therefore, only study it in determinate socio-
historical situations. It would not be work upon
codes, for to recognise codes, to foreground and de-~
construct £hem, only leads to the impasse we have en-
countered so far in our discussion of the avant-garde
cinema. It would be a work upon the history of these
codes. . That avant-garde already exists.

The recent work of several women filmmakers
focussing on feminist concerns is less a
work on "codes" and "perceptual processes”
than it is on narrative, fiction and the
construction of another subject relation to
the screen. It is not the Modernist pres-
sure towards finding‘the most "advanced”
solution to formal problems which motivates
filmmakers like Chantal Ackerman, Marguer%te
Duras, Yvonne Rainer, Babette Mangolte,
Jackie Rayﬁal and others . . . It is the
pressure of a specific socio-historical si-
tuation which demands this response, a situ-
ation in which narrative and the subject
placement it invokes is dominant . . . The
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strategies of these feminist filmmakers
point to a manner of reworking subjectivity
within an analysis of social/sexual relations
which avoid the sorts of transgressions of
the”’symbolic paternal function which risk
ending in idgantificaitioh with patriarchy.57

What is the subject constituted by the avant-
garde? It is a subject which has eni:.irely internalised
the institution of the dominant cinema and which
fetishises that institution and its codes. It is, ’
strictly speaking, a perverse subject: one which '
Xnows it is split and yet denies it, one which affirms
the Imaginary while trying to break with it. Hence,
its identification with patriarchy which constructs _
sexual difference such that perversion (fetishism) is
one of its Podalitiesl.‘ The question of the constitu-
tion of the subject, therefore, is closely linked to
the quest:i.}mf‘bf\féﬁl difference and of the way in
‘which that differencé ekpresses itself in given his-
torical regimes (i.e. patriarchy). ,

The cinema is a play between framentation and
wholeness of the image, the dominant cinema tending
to restore wholeness. The avant-garde appears to
insist upon fragmentation and the pleasure is derived
‘from the knowledge that it will not restore wholeness.
The knowledge, to be precise, is of wholeness, of the
wdominant cinema, and the enjoyment resides in the
recreation, through negation, of that pleasure. The
avant-garde denies, and in so doing, affirms: the
fetishigtic position by definition. Though the look
of the Other is here inscribed as absent, the look of
the spectator is not merged with it. The look
of the spectator is made to want to see beyond
the image. The avant-garde is a mise-en-scene of
desire, giving something beyond which the eye asks to

.
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Dans 1'apologue antique concernant Zeuxis et
Parrhasios, le mérite de Zeuxis est d‘*avoir
fait des raisins qui ont attiré des oiseaux.
L'accent n'est point mis sur le fait que ces
raisins fussent d'aucune fa¢on des raisins
parfaits, l'accent est mis sur le fait que
méme 1'ceil des oiseaux'y a été trompé. La

. preuve, c'est que son confrére Parrhasios
triomphe de 1lui, 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-nous, toi, ce
que tu as fait derriére ga. Par quoi i1l
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 to a point which
marks its limit: the guestion of history. That is to
sdy that the concept of the Other, though it allows us
to discuss imaginary captures, necessarily.refers us to
the Symbolic, in that the types and shapes of captures
always exist at specific socio-historical times. To

' say that the avant-garde fetishises the look is meaning-

less unless it is specified how that comes about, un-
less some evidence can be offered. Any evidence offered
will simultaneously and necessarily be evidence of how
the look is fetishised at a specifié’tiﬁe, in a speci-
fic place, in a specific way. So, though we are dealing
with a problem of the Imaginary, it only occurs in the
Symbolic. This would appear to be a 1imi@ to all work
which defines itself as being upon the Imaginary. Even
Freud did not simply discover the Oedipus complex, but
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he disco d it under a specific form. This is the ne-
cessary imbrication of Imaginary and Symbolic which has

. been a thread throughout this thesis, moving from se-

mi@tics,'discourse theory, and discursive formations in
the field of the Symbolic to signifying practice, the
look, and the subject in the field of the Imaginary.
The movement now returhs us to the Symbolic for the

. question of the Other raises very real questions for any

semiotic or historical conceptualisation of the cinema.
If we may now take it as demonstrated that the do-
minant classical Hollywood narrative is the Other of
the avant-garde and that it structures the avant-garde's
self-definition and practice, we may indicate some of
the historical problems raised by the concept of the
Other, problems which lie beyond its scope and which
mark its limit, but problems which may also in their
turn return upon the Imaginary. \

,
&

Some problems of history

I

Any understanding of the avant-garde cinema re-
quires a more than simply passing knowledge of the
narrative realist Hollywood cinema; it is eminently a
problem of film history. It should then not logically
be p0551b1e to gpeak of an avant-garde film practice
prior to the consolldatlon of narrative film' practlces.
Yet, .narrative £ilm practlces themselves are at best a
shifting and unstable configuration. Even if the exam-
ple of Hollywood is taken as the archetype and epitome
of a domingnt film practice, the history of Hollywood
would show quite Gglearly thatrstyles, economic infra-
strucutres and conceptions of realism, to name only the
most obvious, had changed qui te dramatlcally. This 1s
an extremely dlfflcult problem to resolve for clearly
institutionalisatiom.did not happen overnight nor in a
simpl& 1ingar manner. Different codes were internalised

. 14
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and were dominant at different times. Institutiona-
lisation is an ongoing' process expressing itself in
more or less stable but always temporary configurations.
It is the ongoing nature of the process ‘of instituti-~
onalisation that makes it difficult to speak of the
avant-garde in general or of any particular avant-garde
without immediately specifying its Other. As it is an
ongoing process, to grasp it is invariable to grasp it
at,a single, given, highly determinate time, thereby
circumscribing any possible avant-garde to just a few
films. In that case, either the (av‘ant—ogarde is posited
as too vast--because the specifijcit}: of its,QOther is
ignored--or as too constricted--because the gpecifi-
city of its Other is taken into account. Hence, the
need to find some element of pertinence to define the
avant-garde other than the historical contemporaneity
of a number of films, Hence, also, the obvious diffi-
culty of this thesis to select any specific avant-
garde. It was resolved, in this case, by insisting on
a time period whern’ the institution of Hollywood, the
Other, was 'incont‘estably consolidated. Then, the
thrust of th? analysis was to show not what the various
films had in common (which could be an attempt at essen-
tialism) but to show that their Other was constant--and
constant because it had been more or less stabilised as
an institution. The difficulty of establishing any
single avant-garde is reflected in avant-garde writings. -
Sitney dates the Ameriqan avant-garde, what he calls )
the visionary film, from 1943 to the present without '
mentioning whether or not it has reached the end of
its historical existence. Parker Tyler dates the "un-
derground film" from 1957.5° .David Curtis sdes|fifty
years of relatively constant evolution beginningfy in
France in 1‘.519.60 Youngblood does not seem to back

much beyond 1960.  In the light of an inability to fix

. with any immediate precision the date of the consoli-
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" as The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Man With a Movie Camera,

dation of a dominant film practicé (should it be before
or after the, arrival of sound, before or after the es-
taplishment of A and B films, before or after the U.S.
agti-trust suits, would there be two or several histori-
cally definable institutions, etc.), the way then seems
open to suggest that befofe dny such consolidatian, all
films were more or less avant—garde. Thouéh films such

,Battleshlp Potemkln, etc., have long ago passed into the
pantheon of h:l.story 5 reqiarkable lems, they also main-
tain a reputation prec:.seiy for théir "avant-gardlsm"
and have been appropriated by various tendencies pre-
cisely because of this quality. Vertov's films have
variously been hailed as the forg-—ru'nners of tl';e
documentary in all its tragsformations (direct cinema, '
cinéma vérité, war documentlary,. etc.), and of the
gva'nt—-garde cinema. Similar appropriations have been
made as regards innumerable other films. It was only
through time and within specific filmic practices that
given devices, styles, techniques, etc., became inte-
grated into the mainstream dominant f£film practice and
ceased to be part of a specialised, more or less mar-
ginal, avant-garde practice. The distance between
gi_x%i;h of a Na}_rion and Entr'acte may, therefore, not be
as/ great as the distance between either of these films =
and any more recent Hollywood films. ’

1 Obviously, this casts rather serious aspers:.ons
upon the film histories whlch already ex:.st, those;
w,hich record the success:.on of events and those which
construct a parallel and separate history of the avant- )
garde cinema as though it existed outside of, or in mere /
oppo’sition to, other film pract?i\ces. These histories
have for the most part been constructed without reference
to history in general and ) O

1

most film histories are ‘inventories' of
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directors and stars and most equjate the growth
of £ilm with changes in its technology. The
difficult task of constructing a methodology
for investigating film and its past - for
coming to grips with the social, political,
and economic forces which are the motor of

its history ~ this.gtask has been laid aside
and the end result {1g§] a series of books that
catalogue almost all the same things,ﬁl

The situation as regards the avant-garde cinEma—‘ is
hardly any better: o

Visionary Film and A History of the American
Avant-Garde Cinema are the first critical
higtories of the American avant-garde film .
'« . together with Thé Esgential Cinema' . . .
“Although [poné] claim to be exhaustive or
- definitive, they discuss very nearly the -
same filmmakers and cover the same years@. .
. The fact that there is such consensus on
the ‘'sublime achievement' . .,' . of the Ame-
rican ?vagt-garde according to the first
scholzaxly books devoted to it suggests that
a ,paé\t;icular corpus and a particular inter-
pretation of its development are cuickly be-
- coming standardised, thus threatening the
° critical recognition of those films which are
) not included.®?- -
The films least discussed by these histories also tend
to be those films which work upon narrative and fiction,
that is to say, prec/*isely those tfilms which break with
the Imaginary, precisely those films which share neither
the prgsuppositions nor the discourse of the “tradition-
al® avant-garde.
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That film hlStOrleS should all appear to operate
from the \Fame a—hlsborlcal paradlgm is unsatlsfymg in
itself, but even more dlstressa.ng from an avant-garde
perspective is that the history of the avant~garde
should so easily be constructed in isolation from the
rest of cinema'. : !

" The question of how specific practices become part
of dominant or of avant-garde film practices and of how
the discursive formétio,ns in which the prae;icéé are
necessarily embedded (i.e., a zoom in a western is not -
the same as,a the zoom in Wavelength, not because of
some inherent quality of the _zoom but because of the
text in which it occurs) affect these appropriations
‘could very well provide another key to the history of
the avant-garde film practice. )

Interest:.ngly, avant—garde theorists are constantly
9031ng the problem of dlscurs:nre formations, as an un-
avo“‘idable consequence of trylgmg to write the history of |
’a signifying practice, thoggh they do not formulate it
as such. Hans Richter writes:

J

<z It is true that the commercial entertainment-

" #Mlm uses many of the liberating elements dis-
covered since 1895 by M&lids, Griffith, Ei- -
senstein, and others. 63 ‘

And in attempting to distingﬁish her film practice from . ~ |
that of others, Maya Deren gaid: ' .
3 ._,,C | ' o

" We have’the fantasy films of Jean Vigo . . .
"and we have thé avant-garde films that are
~ set to poems o¥ to poetic prose . . . then

there's what IMwould term the "severe for-
" malism® of Serge:. Eisenstein-. . . There are,
- - of course, the Cocteau myth films . . . And

_ .jj might also'include a special class of na-
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turalistic poetry documents . . . Now these
ére, admittedly, only the main leads of a very
broad field, indeed. Many definitions are,.
required in order to isolate the poetic con-
tent and the poetJ.c potentialities in these
various manifestations.®*

And Parker Tyler in a rare moment of insight states the
case in terms of "stealing": .
the small independent avant-garde as a whole
can always come up with a fresh approach, a
nev technical method, an isolated "idea"

. the sad irony is that some technical feat .

. + is exactly what, since it is free-floating,
id the easiest to stea1.65

The problem for thede writers is that rather than re-
cognise the films as specific configurations of signi-
fiers, they want to essentialise them and see them as
expressions of theartist's individual genius. This is
am’ﬁher effect of the Other. Avant-garde criticism re-
produces the idolatry of the dominant cinema. It even’

has its own "auteurism" for the avant-garde is the ci-
nema of auteurs par excellence.

If we can fairly pose the hypothesis, then, that w]

under certain historical circumstances, i.e., before-
the consolidation:of a dominant film practice, all fiilm
practices are more or less "avant-garde,” then we might
also fairly propose that a mork useful object of study
would be, not the avant-garde ciﬁjema, however it is de-
'fined, but rather the history of cinematic practices
and of their appropriation to different dominant or
avant-garde practices. This would lead to a breaking
down of any rigid distinctions between dominant films .
and avant-garde films. It would tend to constitute
bt ,
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them as socially defined poles or tendencies. This
poses the study of film as the study of signifying
practices and the study of praetices as the study of
discursive formations.

Even if we adopt the point of view of discursive
formations with its subsequent relativisation of the
notion of avant-garde, we are still left, in a purely'
phenomenal sense, with large blocs of films having un-
deniable distinctions amongst them. This is important
to understand for the whole thrust of the debate so0 far'
may appear to have been to relativise notions of the
avant-~garde and of the dominant cinema to such an extent
that meaningful distinctions between types of film have
become impossible. It could appear that this project
serves to- blur distinctions and to make definitions
more difficult rather than clearer. That would be the
opposite of what is intended.

The temptation, when faced vith the task of de-
fining a type of cinema, is to have recourse to the
metaphor of genfe, to say that the avant-garde cinema,
like the western or the gangster f:le, is a genre. This
methaphor is, however, inadequate. Let us consider the
western and the avant-garde as genres.

Whenever we 1look at a western or an avant-garde
film, we realise that they are not exactly like every-
thing else in society. We define them by difference.
We begin, therefore, by positing a background against
which are played out a number of differences and which
give these differences their meaning. The answer to
what constitutes difference is what gives us the notion
of genre.

‘ Usua{lly, the difference of the westerfi and of the
avant—-garde film is answered as follqws: 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

14¥
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vs barbarity, etc.), because of its treatment of the
subject matter (use of space and natural elements, ac-
tors whose demeanour suggests ruggedness, etc.), be- '
cause of its believed effects (reaffimmation of the tri-
umph of good over evil, pride, patriotism, etc.). The
avant-garde film is different from the non-avant-garde
because of its subject matter (personal/intellectual/
artistic exploration/self expression), because of its
treatment of that subject matter (formal devices), and
because of 'its believed effects (greater awareness of
film as medium, etc.).

. Clearly, these answers all hinge on the second
element: the treatiment of the subject matter. If the
settlement of the western U.S. were 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 be avant-
darde but possibly a narrative biography. The manner
in which subject matter is treated constitutes a con-
vention. Cgrtain conventions signify certain genres.
Yet, these usual definitions of genre are unsatisfying
either because they impose a priori categories or be-
cause they are essentialist. i

‘If we -say that the western is characterised by x ‘
and y conventiong, we have selected out a number of ar-
bitrary characteristics and said that all objects exhi-
biting those characteristics will be westerns. What is
the justification for selecting those characteristics
and not others? A gJ(ven choice of characteristics can
only be Just:.fled on the basis of pre—-exlstlng concep-
tions of what the western is. But lf we put aside our
preconceptions, we are faced with a number of arbitrary
characteristics. It would be possible for anyone to
select any other imaginable characteristics and create
any other imaginable "category. There is no necessary
1ink between the category and its characteristics other

i R /
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than that we have chosen to see a necessary link, To.
proceed in this manner says more about the selecting
agency than it does about the object of studz. N

It could be, and is, argued that such categories
are not arbitrary or a priori but derived frpm actual
observation. This still does not answer the question
of why the observer observed some characteristics and
not others. Nonetheless, one could argue th%xt any ca- |
tegory naturally groups dissimilar objects afnd that when
the same dissimilar objects are found together time amd
again, a category exists. Such a category is of course
applicahle only to a closed system for if a |category
were observed .to include all the ugual dissimilar objects
save one, or with one too many, n it would cease to
be the category in question. say, therefore, that
all western have certain characteristics implies that’

- all westerns have been produced and that no new ones

will ever be produced. This is essential lest a.new
western introduce a new ch\aracteristic and thereby
destr9fy the existing category. On the o band, it
implies that should any new western ever be pnoduced,
it will 'somehow partake of the essential nature of all
previous westerns. If one begins to define|the category
"western" as soon as the first western is produced,
then either the category only contains that one western
or else it is constantly being modified and destroyed
as a category in order. to accommodate all the new
westerns vhich bring new elements into play. Sin'ce,
obviously, all wéstems have not yet been produced, we
are not yet dealing with a closed system and such a
category (the western as genre) can not yet exist.

To avoid such a logical obstacle, it is usually
argued that a category such as the western exists above
and beyond all the specific examples of the category
yet to be or that have been produced, that. is|to say
that there exists an essence of the western. zin

1

.1;,’?

ik TR v




T e per s

R R B % iy ¢ G 7

O

™~ (

argued along precisely these lines when he posited the
existence of a "superwestern" from vhich all other wes-

,terns derived and of whose essence they all partook.

How did Bazin know that a film was a western? Because
it partook‘of the essence of westerns. What was the
essence of westerns? It was composed‘of the mass of

all vedtern films. The essence justified the corpus/and

the)corpus justified -the essence. Bazin began by assu-
ming the'existence of that which he set out to prove

and then, upon having discovered what he had constructed

in the first place, congratulated his logic for having
been so effective. We are then arguing that all wes-
terns share some third element, across all their simi-
larities and dissimilarities, which marks them unmis-
takably as westerns. That third element has to be some
ideal-perfect state of the genre which all 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 same problems occur vis-a-vis the avant-garde
as genre. The term avant-garde, however, serves a con-
venient purpose. It has a certain-cultural reference
which vast numbers of people recognise. Sociologically,
therefore, it does refer to something identifiable. In

the area of film theor&, however, it is a tautology best

replaced by the notions of signifying practice, confi-
guration of signifiers, and discursive qrmqtion.

As a signifying practice, film is also a social
practice. That is to say that it is carried out under
specific social and historical conditions and therefore
alwvays takes on a specific form. For the signifying
practice of film to be realised under its specific form
nowadays requires a great deal of self-conscioune§§
just to get the product finished. If the makers of a

i
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western were not aware of the nature of their product, -
they would be incapable of defining their work within &
the dominant filmic practice, incapable of using the
right conventions, incapahle of offering their product
as western, and hence, incapable of reaching that
segment of the population willing to pay to see a wes-
tern. This of course reintroduces the question of con-
ventions for éven (especially) the conscious makers of
a western must make use of gonvention. Conventions are
themselves social practices which signify the western .
and also the producers' own awvareness of what 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-.'

able space), and their means of distribution (institu-
tional and widespread, informal and restricted), and it
is ultimately these factors which determine the existence
or non-existence of the genre. The producers must be
aware, must conceive of themselves as produt::ing the pro-
duct in question: specific legal, financial and practi-
cal considerations determine the modes of production,

and specific modes of circulation/distribution determine
the realisation of the product in the appropriate market.
The fact that the producers are aware of themselves pro-
ducing a specific product and that the consumers of the

R

specific product are likewise aware of consuming it, . /\

that the product should offer itself as specific, all
these are social practices determined, amongst others,
by ‘the construction of an Other against which that prac-

"tice may define itself. As social practicés change so

do the various awareness, the manner in which the pro-
duct is offered, the very product which is to be offered.
This is the only way we can ackount for the fact that
the avant-garde cinema and the western hawve changed so
much since the twenties.

Unless we understand the‘avant-garde (and other)
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cinema as social practices caught up in the specific
determinations of production, distribution, and con-
sumption, at determinate historical times, wecan not,
on the one hand, even begin to describe that cinema,
even in its broadest outlines, and on the other hand,

.can not account for its evolution except by positing

that evolution as the successive posing and resolution
of purely aesthetic problems, totally internal to the
medium, and without any reference whatsoever to the
'oufside world. This elides altogether the role of his-
tory which presides at the creation of any and every
social product, and cuts the bridges bet ey the avant-
garde and other cinemas. Such an a-historical notion
of aesthetic chatige leads right back to essentialist
and a priori categories.

Again, thew’refore, the notion of avant—garde cinema
can be usefully replaced by the notions of signifying
practice, configuration of signifiers, and discursive
formation. The socimwl)ogical usefulness of the temm
"avant-garde"” does no\q'. dispense with more rigourous

i

theorisation. N
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1 Deconstruction refers here to a greater or lesser
degree of self-conscious manipulation of these devices.
As when Brakhage uses camera shake, for example, as a
critique of the Hollywood ideology of smooth, stable
surfaces. It therefore implies a certain awareness of
various uses of the devices. 1In this sense, further-
more, deconstruction is a hallmark of formalism. De-
construction, then, is not intended in the sense of
"Derridian" deconstruction, that is to say in the senge
of a tracking down of the epistemological formulations

]
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