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Abstract 

This thesis focuses on the 1920s Parisian avant-garde films and their artistic 

potential as revealed in the contemporary art of video installations. 

Starting with an overview of the moving image arts in the early 20`h century Paris, 

the project deals with both the theoretical and the practical aspects of the artistic 

experiment. Tracing the formation of the cinematic language from contemporary static 

visual arts, on the one hand, and the verbal art of literature, on the other, the first chapter 

reviews the aesthetical content of the early 20th century Parisian avant-garde (cubism, 

Dada and surrealism) in general and as applied to `moving image' in particular. In 

addition, the artistic and critical context of `mechanical arts', i. e. photography and 

cinema, is analyzed, involving such issues as the categories of time and space, the visual 

nature of film and photography and the use of movement and the machine. The nature of 

video is reflected upon in close parallel with the above argument, being compared with 

and contrasted to that of film and photography. 
The second and largest chapter of the thesis is devoted to a detailed textual 

analysis of the 1920s Parisian experimental films. Within it, parallels are drawn between 

the films and a number of contemporary video installations to show the early cinematic 

era heritage in the "post-cinematic" visual culture. 
In the last chapter the emergence and the nature of new media and video 

installation art are considered. Multimedia installations are seen as an interactive 

montage in three dimensions: their `textuality' is analyzed via the concepts of narrativity 

versus database, while the screen is treated as a border between the artistic space of the 

work and the immediate space of the viewer. Furthermore, the complex nature of image 

in multimedia installations, including its materiality and plasticity, is considered. Such 

issues as the role of medium in experimental art and the importance of self- 
filming/documentary are reflected upon. A textual analysis of some video installations 

with references to the 1920s Parisian experimental films analyzed above concludes the 

study. An attempt to classify the installations is made, as well as to reveal some of their 

typical patterns and structures. Some terminology is suggested, along with a wider 

perspective for future research in the field of video installation art. 
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Introduction 

General Background and Limits of Current Research 

The origins of this thesis largely stem from the view shared by a number of 

contemporary specialists about the birth and the death of cinema as a widely recognized art 

form. Thus, Raymond Bellour speaks of "the cinema only"!, implying mostly mainstream 

sound celluloid cinema, which starts in the 1930s with the advent of the talkies and finishes 

in the 1970s with the invention of the digital. [Bellour, 2002] The latter phenomenon is also 

referred to by A. Everett who believes that the "digital revolution in late-twentieth and early- 

twenty-first century media culture" confirms both Jean-Luc Godard's idea of the `end of the 

cinema' and "other media critics' claims that we have even entered a post-television age. " 

[Everett, 2003: 3] Similar ideas are pursued in Laura Mulvey's recent book on movement 

and stillness in cinema [Mulvey, 2006], as well as by a number of writers whose ideas were 

united in the collection of essays Future Cinema: The Cinematic Imaginary after Film 

(Electronic Culture: History, Theory & Practice). [Shaw & Weibel, 2003] 

Inspired by this "before cinema" and "after cinema" perspective, which largely 

justifies the proposed methodology of comparison, and supported by the textual analysis of 

films and installations, this thesis argues that there are a number of strong parallels between 

the 1920s Parisian experimental cinema, on the one hand, and the contemporary art of video 

installations, on the other. Whilst typically a history of a medium suggests the rejection of 

the past in favour of what follows it, this project largely evolves around the role of the past 

in the present, i. e. attempts to emphasize the role of 1920s Parisian experimental cinema in 

relation to video installations. As such, it both challenges the spirit of originality and 

uniqueness usually attributed to all `avant-garde art' and echoes the idea running through a 

significant number of contemporary studies of `cinema' that we are now in an age of 

repetition and remembering. 

Indeed, looking back at the history of `mechanical arts', such as photography, film 

and video, one can trace a certain repeated pattern. Each of these modes of artistic 

expression seems to undergo an initial phase of `legitimization', when it has to defend itself 

as an art. The use of mechanical media apparatus in the creative process seems to constitute 

an obstacle to the acknowledgement of the works by critics and general public, while the 

uncertainty about the artists' input into their creations, caused by the mass production nature 
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of the works, leads to a highly developed and at times controversial critical discourse around 

them. As this thesis will show, the process of `recognition' that the art of video installation 

has been going through is very similar to the one undergone by early 20`h century cinema 

and photography before it. 

Walter Benjamin's writing in the 1930s constitutes one of the first attempts to 

approach the problematic definition of art in the age of mechanical reproduction. [Benjamin, 

1992] Based on Benjamin's early arguments and on the emergence of various modes of 

artistic expression throughout the 20u' century, there now exists a significant field of `new' 

versus `old' media studies. The intellectual effort comes from many directions: critics, artists 

trying to define what they are doing or aiming to do, and general public responding to 

exhibited works, all contribute to it. As a result, a more or less effective theoretical 

framework for each new form gradually develops, leading to its recognition as an art. 
What is known nowadays under the title of new media covers, in fact, quite a vast 

field of phenomena produced by a whole range of transformations and dislocations of 

already long-established `old' media. Among these phenomena we may count new textual 

experiences, i. e. textual forms, genres and patterns of media composition, as well as shifts in 

the personal experience of time and space by the viewer. These new forms of representation 
lead to a new way in which the viewer's physical body `relates' to the technological media, 

caused by the challenge to the traditional boundaries between the human and the artificial, 

the real and the virtual. 

Critics writing about video art and multimedia installations tend to speak about it as 
the "final avant-garde of the twentieth century", often defined as "the most ephemeral art of 

all", or the "art of time" [Rush, 1999: 8], implying that time becomes a major medium for its 

creation. If photography and film capture and preserve moments of time, the computer- 

created image "resides in no place or time at all. " Scanned into a computer, edited, montaged 

or erased, images seem to "collapse the normal barriers of past, present and future. " [Rush, 

1999: 8] 

The emergence of video installation as an art form can be viewed as a result of 
several complex tendencies in the history of 20th century art coming together in a unique 

cultural phenomenon. On the one hand, installation as an institutionally accepted and defined 

form of static spatial art has been developing since at least the beginning of the 20th century. 
On the other, the introduction of video medium into the arsenal of artistic tools was largely 

based on the achievements of such newer cultural forms as performance art and happenings. 
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Video's instantaneous and interactive nature helped to develop and bring these forms to a 

qualitatively new level. Installations making use of projected images are simultaneously 

static and mobile, fixed and constantly changing: installed once and for the whole duration 

of the exhibition, they are not completely predictable as an experience at any given moment 

of time. 

Theorists in contemporary art claim that "historical precedents for installation art can 
be traced at least as far as painted triptychs in Renaissance churches and the establishment of 

`museums' in the West in the eighteenth century. " [Rush, 1999: 116] Initially understood as 

`spaces for the showing of art', by the 20th century museums had acquired such an 

impressive institutional power that, as shown by numerous avant-garde movements, one 

could now attribute an artistic meaning and value to almost anything exhibited inside a 

museum. Importantly, dada and surrealist artists who made the 1920s Parisian films in 

question were some of the first `intruders' in the gallery space, with their installations and 

ready-mades. Unsurprisingly, the films analyzed in this thesis are increasingly being shown 

not in the cinema-hall, but as part of museum exhibitions, which reinforces the connection 

between them and video installations. 

The task of this study, thus, becomes even more justified. Clearly, the 1920s 

experimental cinema produced in Paris is far from being the only source of inspiration for 

contemporary video installation artists, but the number of direct references and seemingly 

unconscious influences obvious to specialists in the field invite one to take a closer look at 

the early cinematic experiment in Paris, keeping in mind its potential revived and developed 

in the art of video installation. 

The French capital is often seen as a meeting point between different "artistic and 

academic thinking and criticism of what is going on" [Carroll, 1996: xiii], which includes 

the immediate response to innovation in arts. This is not to deny that throughout the 20`x' 

century artistic experiment took place in other geographical locations (Germany, Italy, 

Russia, etc. ) as well, giving birth to various artistic movements and methods, and even 

largely moved altogether to the other side of the Atlantic, namely to New York, in the 

second half of the century. However, until the Second World War the city of Paris was 

undoubtedly considered the world centre of art and intellectuals. This includes the period of 

the 1920s, when Parisian experimental cinema analyzed in this thesis was created. Although 

not all the artists in question were French, let alone Parisian, by birth, they ended up working 
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in Paris, because the fertile cultural and intellectual atmosphere of the city made it the best 

location to challenge the established canons of art. 
The other half of this thesis' subject matter, i. e. video installations, came into 

existence towards the end of the 20th century, when the coming globalization made it 

increasingly difficult to assign artistic creativity and thinking to a definite geographic 
location. Even looking at the titles and contents of major film-and-video gallery exhibitions 
in the last few decades, it becomes clear that they are rarely nationally or culturally specific. 
Instead, they promote universal human values (life and death, family, creativity, anti- 

consumerism etc. ), have certain political agendas (anti-war, pro-rights for women, racial 

minorities etc. ), almost always question the nature of the art exhibited and the process of 

artmaking and insist on covering as many nationalities as possible, both in terms of 

participating artists and geographical venues (many of the exhibitions travel around the 

world, occasionally lasting up to two years). 

Paris certainly still has its fair share on the global scale. Some of the leading video 
installation artists, including those whose work is analyzed in this thesis, are either French 

(Pierrick Sorin, Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, Pierre Huyghe etc. ), or have come to Paris to 

work (Anri Sala, Aiyoung Yun etc. ). Starting from the 1990s there has been a major `moving 

images' exhibition at least once a year in Paris (in such well-known venues as the Pompidou 

Centre, the Museum of Modern Art of the City of Paris, Palais de Tokyo etc. ), with 

numerous group and solo exhibitions in smaller galleries adding to them. Last but not least, a 

substantial part of research in the field of new media and installations is currently being 

undertaken in France. 

Most importantly for this thesis, there exists a notable difference between the Anglo- 

American and the French language cultural thinkers when it comes to the major reflection on 

the moving image arts. Thus, according to Raymond Bellour, while British thinkers since the 

mid-60s were mainly concerned with "the fate of popular culture, the avant-garde, high 

culture and high-tech" producing debates around such issues as "representation, 

consumption and spectatorship", in France it was predominantly "a debate about the 

material, linguistic and psychic support of cinema. " [Elsaesser, 1992: 21] Taking both of 

these approaches into account, this thesis will attempt to unite the two with the aim of 

producing a systematic analysis of material selected for the project. Thus, an emphasis will 
be placed on the importance of the "linguistic" for the "spectatorship", as it will be shown 
how experimental cinema largely emerged from literature and fine arts in the early 20th 
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century, as well as how important the verbal dimension remains for the art of the moving 
image. Equally, the challenge that the appeal to the "psychic" presents to the "spectatorship" 

in experimental cinema will be discussed. 

The importance of the current study is seen mainly in the fact that, although video 

art, including installations, is becoming increasingly present in contemporary critical 

writings all over the world, with the number of exhibitions multiplying at an unimaginable 

speed, few writers or curators have traced the way these works may be returning to key 

concepts, formal strategies, themes and aesthetic issues found in the 1920s Parisian 

experimental films. Still, the idea seems quite significant, as it not only grounds the new art 

form in the history of moving image, but also ascribes new artistic value to the `old' 

phenomena and, thus, sheds new light on the whole history of cinematic art. Interestingly, 

the parallel proposed in this thesis has already found support among other thinkers in the 

field. One of the major examples to quote is the 2006-07 exhibition in the Pompidou Centre 

in Paris (still going on at the time of writing) entitled "The Movement of Images", which 

groups together various works that use projected or digital images and which unites 

(probably for the first time in such a clear-cut context) video installations with three of the 

1920s films analyzed in this thesis. 

Aims and Objectives 

As already stated, the main focus of the current thesis is 1920s Parisian experimental 

cinema and the clarification of its artistic potential as revisited in the contemporary ̀under- 

defined' and rapidly developing art of video installations. The following objectives seem to 

require fulfillment in order to reach this aim: 
1) using the early 20th century Parisian cultural context, I will trace the emergence of a new 

cinematic language from its contemporary fine arts and literature, in particular those of 

avant-garde; 
2) via an in-depth analysis of the 1920s Parisian experimental films, with reference to some 

video installations, I will show how the early 20th century cinematic experiment is 

relevant to this contemporary form of art; 
3) I will then trace the emergence and development of new media and video installation art 

at the end of the 20`x' century, suggesting a tentative classification of video installations, 

tracing and stressing their early cinematic heritage, offering some terminology and 

outlining the potential for further research. 
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Structure of the Thesis 

Following the general Introduction to the thesis, Chapter I "The Merging and 
Emerging of an Experimental Cinematic Language" deals with the art of the moving image 

both in the early 20th century Paris and in the era of video. It includes the theoretical and the 

practical aspects of the experiment. Tracing the formation of cinema language from the static 

visual arts, on the one hand, and the verbal art of literature, on the other, the argument of this 

chapter concerns the aesthetic content of the early 20th century Parisian avant-garde (cubism, 

Dada and surrealism) in general and as applied to cinema and photography that preceded it. 

In addition, the artistic and critical context of these arts is reviewed, with such issues as the 

categories of time and space, the visual nature of film, photography and video, the use of 

movement and the machine and so on being reflected upon. The argument is continuously 

paralleled with the reflection on the development of video and the art forms it inspired, to 

highlight the connection between 1920s Parisian experimental cinema and video 
installations. 

Chapter II entitled "1920s Parisian Experimental Films versus Video Installations: 

Case Studies" offers a detailed, often comparative, analysis of a number of films produced 
by avant-garde artists in 1920s Paris via cross-references between these films and video 
installations. 

Since in 1920s Paris cinema occupied a rather `supplementary' place in the overall 

volume of artwork produced, mainly due to considerable costs and special skills its 

production required, the number of experimental films was somewhat limited. This 

simplifies, to a certain extent, the choice of works for analysis in the current thesis. 

Thus, films under consideration will include: 1) Fernand Leger's Ballet mecanique 
(1924); 2) Rene Clair's Entr'acte (1924); 3) Marcel Duchamp's Anemic Cinema (1926); 4) 

Man Ray's La Retour a la Raison (1923), Emak Bakia (1926) and L'Etoile de Mer (1928); 

5) Germaine Dulac's and Antonin Artaud's La Coquille et le clergyman (1927) and 6) Luis 

Bunuel's and Salvador Dali's Un Chien Andalou (1929) and L'Äge d'or (1930). As will be 

shown, all these films largely form the heritage of Dada and surrealist avant-garde doctrines, 

with occasional allusions to previous schools of artistic thought, such as cubism, realism and 

romanticism. 

Chapter III "New Media and Video Installations" concentrates on the role of 

medium in experimental art, the emergence of new media and video installations, with a 
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particular emphasis on the complex nature of the latter, as well as the importance of self- 
filming/documentary in both film and video. Multimedia installations are seen here as an 
interactive spectator-challenging montage in three dimensions, their `textuality' is analyzed 

via the concepts of narrativity versus database, while the screen is treated as a border 

between the artistic space of the work and the immediate space of the viewer. Furthermore, 

the multifaceted nature of the image in multimedia video installations, including its 

materiality and plasticity, is considered in this chapter, which then offers a further detailed 

analysis of some artworks falling under this category, while attempting to show how they 

reveal certain patterns and structures. This tentative classification is supplemented with some 

suggested terminology and a wider perspective for future research in the field of multimedia 

video installation art. 

Terminology 

Being located on the 'film/art axis', the current project deals with a significant 

number of art forms and issues lacking a well-defined theoretical framework. Therefore, the 

terminology used in this thesis requires some justification. As Chris Darke puts it, "the 

overlap of gallery and cinema begs the question of the correct critical language with which 
to address the interpenetrating worlds of film and art. " [Darke, 2000: 159] What follows 

explores this further. 

One of the essential expressions frequently mentioned by contemporary researchers 
in the field is that of the moving image. Thus, for example, Noel Carroll prefers the term to 

film, predicting that "what we call film and, for that matter, film history will, in generations 
to come, be seen as part of a larger continuous history". The latter will involve, in the critic's 

view, "things made in the media of video, TV, computer-generated imagery" and so on, 

while "the age of film strictly speaking is likely to be only a phase" of this wider history. 

[Carroll, 1996: xiii] Such a view seems more than relevant to the vast and varied material of 

the present study, as well as to the broad critical perspective from which it is analyzed. 
Another point of confusion in terminology is that between the concepts of 

experimental and avant-garde cinema. From the very start of the cinematic experiment 

there has been a certain uncertainty expressed by critics, artists and the general public as to 

the use of the terms, with geography being one of the decisive factors. Thus, in the 1920s, J. - 
B. Brunius already claims that the term experimental cinema (cinema experimental) used 

mostly in Britain and the USA is undoubtedly more relevant, as it "seems to encompass the 
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most of meanings". 2 [Brunius, 1987: 29] This view seems to have had its impact, as at the 

end of the 20`h century another critic points out that the term avant-garde cinema (cinema 

d'avant-garde) is frequently used in Quebec, whereas in France itself it is already 

customary to refer to experimental cinema. [Sudre, 1991: 53] 

Consequently, in this thesis the term experimental cinema will be preferred, since it 

can be applied as an `umbrella' one to all the material analyzed. However, as far as the 

1920s experimental films are concerned, the term avant-garde cinema is also relevant. 
Following A. -A. Sudre's idea, the notion of avant-garde "refers us to an artistic practice that, 

alienating itself from artistic canons imposed by tradition, builds itself against"3 and 

concerns specifically the "historical era of modernism" 4 Moreover, these artistic practices 
imply par excellence the existence of a "manifesto (futurist, dadaist, surrealist ... 

)s5 that 

incarnates their revolt against the norms and affirms a "liberty of expression", 6 combining 
ideology and aesthetics. [Sudre, 1991: 53] Since most of the 1920s films considered in this 

thesis were created within the frames of avant-garde movements that complied with the 

demands outlined above, they can be treated as avant-garde cinema, as well as 

experimental. 

The more so, as some of the artists in question refused to view themselves and their 

work as experimental. Thus, for example, Man Ray asserts the following: "I have never 

thought that a film, or any other artwork, can be experimental. [... ] The experiment resides 

in the response of the public or the distributors. [Bouhours, 1997: 172] From examples 

given, it becomes clear that the artist understands experimental cinema as something 

produced in laboratory conditions, i. e. artificial and strictly unrealistic: "Golden Age by 

Bunuel is the extreme opposite of all experimental exercise in laboratory. [... ] The intensity 

of its sur-realism is such that the spectator takes it for a universe to which he is used and, 

thinking he must be participating in its action, feels offended. "8 [Bouhours, 1997: 172] 

Playing on the multiple meanings of the word "surrealism", Man Ray claims that Bunuel's 

film is, in fact, more than realistic (which is exactly what allows it to produce such a 

powerful impact on the audience) and, thus, has nothing to do with experimental cinema. 
As the 20th century unfolded, more specific forms emerged within the frames of 

experimental cinema. These include, among others, the so called expanded cinema 
(cinema elargi in French) that incorporates "all the artistic practices involving moving 
images in a different configuration than that of ordinary cinema, i. e. in their spectacular 

apparition (obscure cinema hall, definite duration, perceptual selection). "9 [Vaillant, 2001: 
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95] Examples of such expanded cinema include, in particular, "multi-screen installations, 

screen-walls, mixtures of electronic images and objects, projections on objects or material 

screens etc. "° [Vaillant, 2001: 95] A. -A. Sudre amplifies this definition suggesting that "a 

dominant characteristic of expanded cinema is that the projection is not limited to a single 

frame or a single screen and that, moreover, these two elements, frame and screen, do not 

necessarily coincide. "" [Sudre, 2001: 505] 

Thus, a work of expanded cinema can contain multiple frames or screens that can be 

placed in various manners. It can also consist of "multiple images projected on the same 

screen", in the form of diptych or triptych, among others, or comprise "multiple frames 

projected on separate surfaces. " 12 [Sudre, 2001: 505] Examples of such works include, for 

instance, a combination of four images "projected simultaneously [... ] to form a single 

enlarged frame or a single image consisting of four parts" 13, or a two-sided screen made of 

transparent material that "allows us to see the film from both sides of the projection 

surface. " 14 [Sudre, 2001: 505] 

Even with the chronological divisions that see expanded cinema largely as the 

phenomenon of the mid-20th century, and film/video installations emerging towards its end, 

it can still be quite difficult to differentiate between the two forms. The tendency towards the 

latter, as well as its importance for the future of video art, was highlighted as early as at the 

end of the 1970s, when one pioneer of video installations, Nam June Paik, declared that "the 

video art of tomorrow is the installation, art of absolute time and space". 15 [Parfait, 2001: 

136] Notably, the artist also pointed out the necessity of a relevant critical language for the 

emerging art form, claiming that "one should have the reading code for this new art" 16 

[Parfait, 2001: 136] 

The simple definition of the video installation as given by Dominique Paini implies 

a work of art that requires the artist to install "one or more projections of moving images 10 

in a space, "whether museum-based or not, but frequently museum-based". '8 [Paini, 2002: 

65] However, this definition appears too general in the view of the ever growing number of 

video installation forms. According to Monique Maza, they can be roughly split into two 

categories, one being the "audiovisual installation" 19 and the other defined as the 

"multimedia installation". 20 [Maza, 1998: 39] Interestingly, the latter of the two categories 
implies a further confusion, since quite a few works of contemporary art can be classified as 
"multimedia". To avoid this, Monique Maza offers another term, that of the "interactive 

video installation"21, and asserts that video installations present in themselves "a large 
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variety of aspects based on their affinity with all other forms of plastic arts, whether 
traditional, such as sculpture, painting or architecture, or new. , 22 [Maza, 1998: 45] 

That, in its turn, justifies the existence of more specific terms applied to video 
installations, such as "video sculptures"23, "video paintingss24, "video walls"25 or "video 

environments26, the differentiation between which relies upon "the manner of installing the 

objects in space'. 7 [Maza, 1998: 45] Summarizing her argument, the researcher feels that a 

relevant general term for all these forms is that of dispositif, as it "seems to characterize in 

the best possible way these installations that [... ] authorize exchanges between the outside 

and the inside, as well as subtle imbrication of spaces and times. "28 [Maza, 1998: 45] This 

view is also shared by Raymond Bellour, who actively uses the term in his writing and 

lectures. [Bellour, 2002] 

First evoked by Jean-Francois Lyotard at the beginning of the 1970s, the concept of 

dispositif is now defined as "a complex system where the infinity of possible links between 

the spectator, the machine, the image and the environment are determined in accordance 

with the spatio-temporal modalities and specific conditions of experience. s29 [Vaillant, 2001: 

94] Simultaneously technical and conceptual, dispositif is "an ensemble of operations"30, the 

point where "an exchange between a mental space and a material reality takes place. s31 

[Vaillant, 2001: 94] This general term, as well as the concept of multimediality understood 

in contemporary cultural studies as "seamless integration of data, text, sound and image of 

all kinds within a single, digital information environment" [Simons, 2002: 236], lead us to 

the necessity of defining the term of medium/media (medium, moyen, or milieu in 

French). The latter constitutes the "building components" of both, multimedia and 

dispositif and generally denotes "the electronic mode of image transmission"32, as well as 

"its plastic and phenomenological qualities". 33 [Vaillant, 2001: 95] 

However, as Lev Manovich points out, multimediality is not a feature unique to new 

media. Cinema, television and even theatre started combining images, texts, sounds, slide 

and rear projections and so on a long time before the digital technologies appeared on stage. 

Even "the computer screen's capacity to display a number of co-existing windows" is not a 

complete innovation, since experimental cinema has shown numerous examples of treating 

the screen as "simultaneously being a two-dimensional `textual' surface and a three- 

dimensional narrative space. " [Simons, 2002: 236] This enables us to employ the terms of 

medium/media and multimediality throughout this thesis when referring to all 

experimental art, whether cinema or museum based. 
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The last important differentiation in terminology relevant to this project refers to the 

concept of spectatorship. Although the term of audience seems to be acceptable in all cases 

and, thus, is used as an `umbrella' one throughout this thesis, the ever increasing complexity 
in the nature of analyzed artworks suggests the need for some further differentiation in the 

way this audience is referred to. Thus, while dealing with the 1920s experimental cinema, 

the concept of spectator is frequently used, involving the psychoanalytic aspect of the term 

as described by Judith Mayne and implying the idea of the audience co-existing with the 

apparatus of the cinema. [Mayne, 1998] The researcher points to a difference between 

various types of "spectators", arguing that TV spectatorship is different from cinema, while 

mainstream and avant-garde spectatorships, too, offer different perceptual experiences. 
[Mayne, 1998: 5] Consequently, in this thesis, when it comes to new media works, viewer 

seems to be a more adequate term, as it unifies cinema and museum context and highlights 

the difference in perception in comparison with cinema. 

Some contemporary scholars analyzing video and multimedia installations introduce 

such concepts as visitor, and even user, to stress the interactive nature of many new media 

pieces. [Mulvey, 2002] Suggesting that the viewer is "in the piece as its experiential subject, 

not by identification, but in body" [Morse, 1998: 158], these critics often prefer the term 

visitor over spectator or viewer. Nevertheless, in this project, unless quoting sources 

similar to the above, the new media art audience is generally referred to as viewers. 

1 le cinema meme (here and elsewhere the French terms are translated into English by the author of this thesis - 
E. D. ) 
2 semble englober le plus de significations 
3 Historiquement, la notion d'avant-garde renvoie i une pratique artistique qui, s'ecartant des canons artistiques 
qu'impose une tradition, se construit contre. 
° I'ere historique de la modernite 5 "manifeste" (futuriste, dadaiste, surrealiste... ) 
6 une liberte d'expression 
7 Je n'ai jamais considere qu'un film, ou toute autre oeuvre, puisse titre experimental. [... ] L'experimentation 
reside dans l'accueil par le public ou les distributeurs. 
8 L', ge d'or de Bunuel est l'extreme contraire de tout exercice experimental en laboratoire. [... ] L'intensite de 
son sur-realisme est teile que le spectateur le prend pour un univers dont il a l'habitude et, croyant devoir 
rarticiper ä son action, se sent offense. 

toutes les pratiques artistiques mettant en jeu des images en mouvement dans une autre configuration que 
celle du cinema ordinaire, c'est-ä-dire dans son apparition spectaculaire (salle obscure, duree definie, selection 
? erceptuelle) 
0 des installations multi-ecrans, des murr d'ecrans, des melanges entre images electroniques et objets, des 

Projections sur des objects ou matieres ecrans etc. 
une caracteristique dominante du cinema elargi est que la projection ne se reduit pas ä un seul cadre ou ä un 

seul ecran et que, de plus, ces deux elements, cadre et ecran, ne correspondent pas necessairement. 
12 plusieurs images projetes sur un seul ecran (en diptyque ou en triptyque, entre autres) ou plusieurs cadres 
projetes sur des surfaces separees. 

projetees simultanement [... ] pour ne former qu'un seul cadre agrandi, soit une seule image constituee de 
quatre parties. 
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14 permet de voir le film des deux cotes de la surface de projection IS 1'art video de demain, c'est l'installation, art du temps et de 1'espace absolus 
16 il faudra posseder le code de lecture de cet art nouveau 17 une ou des projections d'images animees 
18 museal ou non, mais frequemment museal 
19 installation audiovisuelle 
20 installation multimedia 21 installation video interactive 
22 une grande variete d'aspects du fait de leurs affinites avec toutes autres formes Warts plastiques, qu'elles 
soient traditionnelles telles que la sculpture, la peinture, l'architecture, ou nouvelles 
23 video-sculptures 
24 peinture video 
25 murs video 
26 environnement video 
27 la maniere d'installer les objets dans 1'espace 
28 semble le mieux caracteriser ces installations qui [... ] autorisent des echanges entre le dehors et le dedans, 
des imbrications subtiles d'espaces et de temps 
29 un systeme complexe oü se determine, selon des modalites spatio-temporelles et des conditions d'experience 
particulieres, l'infinite des rapports possibles entre le spectateur, la machine, l'image, l'environnement 
30 un ensemble d'operations 
31 s'opere I'echange entre un espace mental et une realfite materielle 
32 le mode electronique de transmission des images 
33 ses qualites plastiques et phenomenologiques 
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Chapter I. The Merging and Emerging of an Experimental Cinematic 

Language 

As the very nature of contemporary gallery exhibitions shifts more and more towards 

multimedia installations that exploit projected images, the border between fine arts and 

cinema, if it has ever been possible to define at all, becomes increasingly blurred. Critics 

usually evoke the concept of cinema, both traditional and experimental, to make distinctions 

between the `installed' or `exhibited' film, on the one hand, and the usual projected film, on 

the other. Thus, Raymond Bellour speaks of the "cinema of exhibition", as opposed to the 

"cinema of projection". [Bellour, 2002] 

The `post-cinematic' phenomenon of video installations, although clearly 

contemporary and extremely innovative, is variously related to the pre-cinematic and early 

cinematic experiment. Since at the beginning of the 20th century films were projected with 

the accompaniment of music, speeches and so on, they could be regarded as a certain model 
for what came to be known as multimedia video installations in the late 20th century. 

Although the interaction of the verbal, both heard and read, and the visual was largely 

increased by the relatively young digitalization, the origins of multimedia video installations 

are rightly traced to the silent cinema era. In Bellour's words, the "post-cinema is something 

that necessarily includes the before-cinema. " [Bellow, 2002] 

It has already become a commonplace that the introduction of every new medium or 
technology, "from photography in the 1840s to virtual reality in the 1980s" [Manovich, 

2002: 210], leads to assertions that the new medium allows the representation of reality in a 

way radically different from those typical of older technologies. It is not surprising, thus, 

that a "more direct access to reality" [Manovich, 2002: 210] was proclaimed in the 1980-90s 

with the shift of moving image industries towards computer-based technologies. However, 

as stressed by Lev Manovich, all major technological shifts in media "not only lead to the 

creation of new aesthetic techniques, but also activate certain aesthetic impulses already 

established in the past. " [Manovich, 2002: 210] 

To argue his point further, the researcher compares the assumptions of Walter 

Benjamin's classic essay "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" (1936) 

with what Paul Virilio argues in his "Big Optics" (1992). One can certainly see a number of 

striking similarities in them. Both writers analyze the disruption caused by a new 
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communication technology (film in Benjamin's case and telecommunication in the case of 
Virilio) in the patterns of human perception, i. e. the intervention of technology into human 

nature. Both equate the concepts of "nature" and "natural" with the spatial distance between 

the viewer and the viewed, demonstrating how the new technologies tend to destroy that 

distance. Finally, both introduce their own terminology to describe the phenomenology of 

media perception. Thus, Benjamin "starts with his now famous concept of aura - the unique 

presence of a work of art, a historical or natural object". [Manovich, 2001: 172] Virilio, in 

his turn, opposes "Small Optics" to "Big Optics", the former being based on geometric 

perspective shared by human vision, painting and film, while the latter is real-time electronic 

transmission of information, "the active optics of time passing at the speed of light. " 

[Manovich, 2001: 172] 

In 1936 it was real landscape and painting that Benjamin could use as examples of 

what was natural for human perception, evoking the Renaissance perspective and the 

centered subject of the look. This natural state was, in his view, invaded by the filmic 

medium that collapsed distances, brought everything equally close and destroyed the "aura". 

Half a century later the argument develops quite differently, as film has already long become 

part of `human nature', a certain continuation of our `natural sight'. Consequently, Virilio 

claims human vision, the Renaissance perspective, painting and film to belong equally to the 

"Small Optics of geometric perspective, in contrast to the Big Optics of instant electronic 

transmission. " [Manovich, 2001: 173] 

It is, indeed, distance that is responsible for the gap between the viewer and the 

viewed, the separation of the subject and the object of the look, which ultimately makes 

objectification possible. With the advent of digital technology, the distinctions characteristic 

of the "Small Optics" era dissolve: provided information can be transmitted from any point 
in space with equal speed, the concepts of `near' and `far', as well as those of `distance' and 

`space' itself, lose their commonly accepted meaning. Lev Manovich summarizes his 

comparison of the two essays claiming that "for Benjamin the industrial age displaced every 

object from its original setting", while "for Virilio the post-industrial age eliminates the 

dimension of space altogether. " [Manovich, 2001: 172] 

In fact, in his claims about the similarity of the two periods in media and technology 
development, Manovich goes even further by stating that pre-cinematic and early cinema 
techniques, marginalised by the classical narrative Hollywood films, are being brought back 

to the centre by digital cinema. These techniques include, among others, "animation, the 
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manual construction of images and the discrete character of both space and movement in 

moving images. " [Simons, 2002: 235] The cinema's potential as seen and discussed by 

filmmakers and critics throughout the 20th century seems to be finally realized with the help 

of a qualitatively new technology. In other words, as stated by A. Everett, digital media's 
"technological advances bring us closer to a realization of Bazin's ideas in the myth of total 

cinema". [Everett, 2003: 22] 

Whilst Bellour, Manovich and Everett all remain convinced of the value of reading 
the past in the present, none has so far undertaken the extensive study of symmetries and 

connections that this thesis has as its aim. The two ways in which filmmakers use digital 

technology today and which lead to two opposite results, namely "special effects driven 

spectacle and documentary-style realism" [Manovich, 2002: 213], can, in fact, be traced 

back to the origins of cinema. Thus, the very history of the cinematic medium is often 
discussed in terms of two complementary creative impulses, both of which originated at the 

end of the 190' century in France. On the one hand, it was the Lumiere brothers who 

originally introduced the idea of cinema as reportage. In their first films the camera covers 

events as they occur. For example, Workers Leaving the Lumiere Factory (1895) 

demonstrate in a single shot the movement of people outside their photographic factory, 

while the notorious Arrival of a Train at a Station (1895) shows the coming of a real train 

into a real station. 

However, although the category of time in the Lumieres' films is rendered in strict 

accordance with the real time flow, rather than the artificially compressed time of a 

traditional film narrative, the artists planned, scripted and staged their visual "reportages" 

both temporally and spatially. This, in itself, questions the `realism' of the scenes. Also, due 

to the fact that in early cinema "the operations of searching, sorting, filtering, indexing and 

classifying" were performed manually staying within the "strict domain of human 

intelligence" [Manovich, 2002: 217], the Lumieres' films, as well as those of their 

contemporaries and descendents, were limited in temporal duration. In this respect, the true 

innovation of the digital media appears to be a totally new scale of reality representation it 

makes possible: instead of compressing everyday life to "what the author considers the 

essential moments, very large chunks of [it] can be recorded, then put under control of 

software. " [Manovich, 2002: 217] 

The other early French cinema tendency developed along the line of special effects 
designed to surprise and shock the viewer. The Parisian ̀magician' Georges Melies, who had 
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his own cinema, introduced this approach for the first time in his hundreds of short films. In 

his view, the goal of cinema was not to record the ordinary, but to catch or construct the 

extraordinary. Thus, on the whole, the two supposedly new aesthetics, namely the computer- 
driven special effects and digital video realism, cannot be regarded as something rooted in 

digital technology only. In fact, they are simply new artistic forms based on creative 
impulses intrinsic in cinema from its very origins, whereas ̀new' in the new media is only 
"the manner in which the digital technologies refashion the old media. " [Lister, 2003: 40-41] 

By the same token, as stated before, the notion of multimediality, referring to the 

"seamless integration of data, text, sound and image of all kinds within a single, digital 

information environment" [Simons, 2002: 236], is not a feature unique to new media. 

Images, texts and sounds have been combined for a long time in theatre and cinema: in fact, 

the `multimediality' of the theatre inspired Eisenstein's concept of montage of attractions. 
With new media, however, 1920s communication techniques acquire a new status, which 

allows Lev Manovich to claim that "new media does represent a new stage of the avant- 

garde", as "the avant-garde vision became materialized in a computer. " [Manovich, 2003: 

22] All the strategies developed to awaken bourgeois audiences, such as abstraction, the 

break of perspective, montage and so on, nowadays are reborn in "the basic routine of a 

post-industrial society", i. e. the consumer's interaction with a computer. Thus, for example, 

in the scholar's plausible view, "the avant-garde strategy of collage reemerged as a `cut and 

paste' command". [Manovich, 2003: 22] 

This chapter will chart the development of the experimental techniques and the way 

of looking at and conceptualising the cinema that the critics above have argued pave the way 

for and are taken up by `new media' and specifically video installations. It will begin with 

artistic attitudes to `the machine' and `machinery' that feed in to the gradual acceptance of 

film by the art world and the subsequent cinematic experiments from cubist, dada and 

surrealist members that open up film language in a way familiar in contemporary video 

installations. Subsequent chapters will then look in more detail at the filmic texts produced 

by these artists comparing them directly with examples of video installations. 



22 

1.1. The Formation of Cinematic Language in 1920s Paris 

The particular interest that the young film medium was arousing in the Parisian 

art world of the 1920s seems to have been accounted for by a whole range of historical 

and theoretical issues rooted in the epoch. The most obvious of these, and probably the 

most profound as well, is that the very beginning of the cinema age somehow coincided 

with the rapid change of mentality and world perception in the frame of Western 

civilization, caused by the technical revolution and the ever increasing speed of life that 

came with it. 

The end of the 19th century showed an immense number of ground-breaking 
inventions that, on the one hand, simplified everyday life, inspiring society for yet further 

development, and, on the other, made a whole range of age-long traditions and life-styles 

redundant almost at an eye-blink. The serious contradiction between the rapid technical 

progress and the inability of the human mind to cope with its speed even resulted in a 

most cruel and inhumane war, which demonstrated the `zero price' of a person's life in 

the age of machinery, when previously unimaginable quantities of people were 

methodically slaughtered by the newly invented achievements of the mind. 
The growing tendency towards a pessimistic vision of the world's future was 

widely reflected in the eclectic `modernist' art and literature at the end of the 19th - 
beginning of the 20th century, which sometimes implied an almost complete dissolution 

in the inner realm of the self as a means of escape from the increasingly `mechanical' 

outer world. This, of course, was only one aspect of the art in question, while the 

temporal and conceptual frames of modernism and modernity can stretch much further 

depending on the approach. Thus, for example, Marshall Berman counts the history of 

these concepts from the 16th century to the 20th [Berman, 1988: 16-17], and Stephen 

Kem, who concentrates on temporal and spatial art in the period between 1880 and 1918, 

almost refuses to separate modernism from post-modernism considering the latter the 

natural continuation of the former. [Kern, 2003: xxviii - xxix] There is, indeed, a strong 

parallel between the early and the late 20th century culture in that both involve a certain 

threat of the progress. Thus, Marshall Berman quotes a cultural anthropologist Bernard 

James, who felt that in the 1970s man was "pitchforked by science and technology into a 

new and precarious age", which he qualified as "the final period of decay of our Western 

world". [Berman, 1988: 82] 

At the same time, artists now have at their disposal some totally new media and 
instruments brought about precisely by science and the machine, which means they 

cannot be altogether negative about the technical progress. In a certain sense, various 
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technical mechanisms became both, the object and the subject of human creativity, 

complementing and sometimes almost replacing people in their usual roles. It was 

especially true given the idea of the machine's `plastic' nature, particularly when taken 

out of the working context and extended, by association, to the ̀ mechanical' nature of the 
human body made of `movable parts'. The following statement by Paul B. Haviland 

published in the artistic journal 291 in 1915 illustrates this: 

We are living in the age of the machine. Man made the machine in his own image. She 
has limbs which act; lungs which breathe; a heart which beats; a nervous system through which 

runs electricity. The phonograph is the image of his voice; the camera the image of his eye. [... ] 

He has made the machine superior to himself. [... ] After making the machine in his own image, 

he has made his human ideal machinomorphic. [Camfield, 1979: 80] 

On the one hand, the above quote celebrates the progress that has opened the way 
to qualitatively new forms of artistic expression. On the other, it expresses an articulated 

anxiety that there is something supernatural about the machine and what one can achieve 

with its help. However, the harmony between the human and the mechanical still seems 

not only achievable, but also very productive in that it gives birth to new mechanical arts, 

such as photography, for example: 

But the machine is yet at a dependent stage. Man gave her every qualification except 
thought. She submits to his will but he must direct her activities. Without him she remains a 

wonderful being, but without aim or anatomy. Through their mating they complete one another. 
She brings forth according to his conceptions. Photography is one of the fine fruits of this union. 
The photographic print is one element of this new trinity: man, the creator, with thought and will; 
the machine, mother-action; and their product, the work accomplished. [Camfield, 1979: 80] 

Contrary to this view, there existed others that saw the mechanical nature of the 

machine as a threat to the `human' component in society dominated by rapidly 
developing economics and technology, even more so after the First World War. Thus, for 

example, in 1922 one of the leading American experimentalists in photography, Paul 

Strand, published an article Photography and the New God together with the "early 

examples of a photographic style, which [... ] became one of the major symbols of avant- 

garde photography over the next decade: the close-up of a machine. " [Lugon, 2001: 106] 

It appears, however, that Strand, although acknowledging the aesthetic potential of the 

machine, was seriously troubled by the tendency towards an unreserved approval to the 

reign of industry. In his view, the machine and the economic system that supported it so 
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far had mostly displayed their destructive force, and something had to be done to oppose 
this oppressive power of the machine, addressing it in a more spiritual and creative way: 

Not only the new God but the whole Holy Trinity [God the Machine, Materialist 

Empiricism the Son, and Science the Holy Ghost] must be humanized lest it in turn dehumanizes 

us. [Strand, 1922: 261] 

The idea of `humanizing the machine' meant, first and foremost, freeing it from 

economical production and materialism, with which it was associated, by drawing it into 

the sphere of true art. In fact, quite a few artists and critics of the time strove towards this 

hypothetical possibility of an aesthetic use of the machine trying to deprive it of "its 

mechanical specificity, as well as of its potential for rationalization and automation. " 

[Lugon, 2001: 107] At the same time, though aware of the machine's `dehumanizing' 

potential, they were fascinated by what life in Europe and America had become due to 

the technical progress and attempting to capture in their works the contrasts of the 

modern world, where colours, lines and forms interacted and merged into each other: 

With the wonder of children and the wisdom of the universe they have investigated, 

analyzed, dissected, uncovered, painted, pasted and constructed in the process of creating the 

visual counterpart of the anatomy and structure and inner spirit of the time in which they live - 
the new realities of the twentieth century. [Janis, 1969: 1] 

In America the technical progress was more notable and fast developing, which 
inspired artists to take an overtly optimistic view of the world's future and art in the light 

of machinery. This referred, in particular, to several open-minded Frenchmen who 

travelled to the USA around the time of the First World War. One of them, Francis 

Picabia, declared ardently: 

Almost immediately upon coming to America it flashed on me that the genius of the 

modern world is in machinery and that through machinery art ought to find a most vivid 

expression... The machine has become more than a mere adjunct of life. It is really a part of 
human life... perhaps the very soul. [Jones, 1998: 145] 

Simultaneously, as if illustrating the correctness of Picabia's theoretical approach 
in artistic practice, another Frenchman in America, Marcel Duchamp, introduced the idea 

of the readymade to the world by "exhibiting unadulterated manufactured objects in 
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1916. " [Chassey, 2001: 104] This attitude to the role of the machine in their 

contemporary reality was sometimes shared even by those artists who stayed in Europe 

and participated in the war that made use of the technical progress in order to destroy its 

very creator. Thus, the French cubist artist Fernand Leger wrote in 1923 to explain the 

origins of his interest in the nature of the mechanical and the fragment, on the one hand, 

and in the art of cinema, on the other: 

The war had thrust me, as a soldier, into the heart of a mechanical atmosphere. Here I 

discovered the beauty of the fragment. I sensed a new reality in the detail of a machine, in the 

common object. I tried to find the plastic value of these fragments of our modem life. I 

rediscovered them on the screen in the close-ups of objects which impressed and influenced me. 
[Sontag, 1979: 204] 

As an art form requiring a sophisticated technology, cinema was most appropriate 
for the new technological age. Understandably, it celebrated the machine more frequently 

and vividly than any other art form. According to the late 20`h century French 

philosopher and cultural critic Gilles Deleuze, French cinema used the mechanical 
imagery in two ways. The first one dealt with a simple mechanism, a "geometrical 

configuration of parts" that combined, superimposed or transformed movements in 

homogeneous space. [Deleuze, 1986: 41] This illustrated a "clear mechanical movement 

as law of the maximum" leading to the sign of equality between objects and living 

beings, the inanimate and the animate. [Deleuze, 1986: 42] Entering into very subtle 

relationships of reduplication, alternation, regular return and chain reaction, this kind of 

machine can be seen in the work of Rene Clair, who tends to animate geometrical 

abstractions in a homogeneous luminous grey space without depth. His Entr'acte 

(Intermission) is a celebration of the cinema as the machine that uses slow and fast 

motion, superimposition, false matches and rhythmic montage. In the view of another 

critic, "conceived as an anti-narrative", this film is a "perfectly functioning mechanical 
joke. " [Hedges, 1983: 113] 

The other type of machine imagery in the early French cinema, as seen by 

Deleuze, is the engine, a powerful energy mechanism that produces movement out of 

something else and constantly affirms a heterogeneity between the mechanical and the 

living, the inside and the outside in their interdependency. The states through which the 

new motor and its mechanical movement pass are metaphorically "enlarged to the scale 

of the cosmos. " [Deleuze, 1986: 42] Simultaneously, this imagery symbolizes a search 
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for a kinetics that touched upon complex relationships between the moving image, colour 

and sound. 
The machine was, thus, most often seen as a source of inspiration, a starting point 

and a tool to help artists capture the feeling of modern life and reflect it in their work. 
Fernand Leger's writing clearly supports this idea: "The mechanical element is not for 

me a bias or an attitude, but a means to render successfully a sensation of force and 

power. "' [Leger, 1997: 103] The complete enchantment by the epoch even caused Leger 

to justify the war as a certain catalyst for the fresh and up-to-date artistic outlook and a 

more relevant state of things, than peace, in itself: 

I find that the state of war is far more normal and more desirable than the state of peace. 

[... ] The state of peace being life in slow motion, it is like being in the clutch, behind the closed 

shutters, when everything happens in the street where the creator must be. Life reveals itself 

accelerated and profound and tragic there. There, men and things are seen in all their intensity, 

their hypertrophied value, examined from all sides. [... ] Present life is the state of war, this is 

why I profoundly admire my epoch, harsh, sharp, but which, with its immense glasses, sees 

clearly, whatever happens. [Leger, 1997: 107-108] 

The artist's admiration for the intensity of his times, and his remark about 
`everything taking place in the street' in particular, brings to light the extraordinary 
importance of the very concept of city life for the period. Traditionally being a favourite 

dwelling place for the greatest majority of artists, a big city made the contrasts of modem 

life all the more visible. The early 20th century city street was in itself a perfect example 

of fragmentation and simultaneity, with its colourful billboards and flashing lights all 

competing at the same time for one's visual attention. 
These sensations of temporal discontinuity and spatial disorientation somehow 

longed for new modes of aesthetic expression. Thus, a whole range of avant-garde 

movements - "impulsionism", "dynamism", "synchromism", "dramatism", 

"unanimism", "simultanism", abstractionism, cubism, futurism, expressionism etc. 

[Sabatier, 1982: 175-187] - appeared in Europe at the beginning of the 20th century, all 

aiming to see and represent the world spontaneously and subjectively. Even without a 

reference to the war, which most of them made, all these new aesthetic visions very 

much reflected the social essence of the epoch that questioned the stability of life-long 

values and traditions, as well as the order of the universe itself. 

Fragmentation and speed being the main concepts of the art in question, and the 

already described fascination for science and the machine its leading forces, it is not 
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surprising that commercial advertising became one of the main sources of inspiration for 

the experimental artists of the time. The representational techniques of advertising, 

together with its anonymity and repetitiveness, metaphorically embraced the pulsation of 

the modern city, its potential for order and beauty, as well as its confusion and ugliness. 
Some Parisian avant-garde artists could even boast a certain professional 

knowledge of commercial advertising. The most famous examples here would be Man 

Ray and Salvador Dali, whose work in fashion photography in the 1920-30s remains no 
less important than their more `high art' creations of the same period, while Fernand 

Leger was one of the most ardent defendants of the new vision, inspired by modern 

economical demands, city life and advertising: 

Modern beauty almost always merges with practical necessity. [... ] The geometric form 

is dominant, its penetration in all the domains, its visual and psychological influence. The poster 

breaks the landscape, the electric meter on the wall of calendar. One must use plastically all these 

new values. [Leger, 1997: 106] 

Being in strong opposition to the `official' concept of art, which excluded all 

mass production objects and techniques by definition, avant-garde artists were even 
keener to celebrate commercial advertising and its aesthetic potential. Among other 

things, it inspired them to develop a totally new mode of artistic thinking, i. e. merging 
different media within one work. The mixture of objects and extracts of verbal text torn 

out of their context and caught almost `automatically' by the distracted mind of a city- 

dweller, when passing by a billboard on foot, or even worse, in some quickly moving 

vehicle, understandably became one of the primary sources of inspiration for 

contemporary experiment in all arts, verbal and visual. 
Avant-garde artists were not just intuitively, but rationally as well, aware of what 

the modem condition demanded of art and criticized the `traditionalists' using most 

convincing arguments. To quote Leger again, 

Modern man records a hundred times more impressions than the 18`h century artist; so 

much so, for example, that our speech is full of diminutives and abbreviations. The condensation 

of the modem picture, its variety, its break of forms result from all this. [Leger, 1997: 40] 

This aesthetic synthesis of the verbal and the visual produced a common ̀ field of 

meaning', quite different from the one created by the usual narrative and realistic art 
forms. It fascinated the artistic rebels of the time and, most certainly, was gradually 
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bringing them to think `cinematically'. 5 At the beginning of the 20`x' century this new 

cinematic mode of thinking was literally born out of the individualization of the fragment 

in the world that was metaphorically falling apart, moving fast and chaotically towards 

an explosion. Evoking Einstein's theory of relativity among other things, one of the 

theorists and practitioners of the early 20th century French cinema, Jean Epstein, thus 

wrote about it: "Me speed of thought has changed; it has grown in time. ,6 [Epstein, 

1974: 107] 

The temptation for filling an isolated frame with a condensed mixture of objects 

and their verbal referents first demonstrated itself in painting and literature (or rather in 

some new `border' art forms that consisted of both) and then moved on to the new 
`mechanical' media, such as photography and cinema. Apparently, fragmentation and 
juxtaposition in themselves were not enough: they had to be animated by movement to 

reflect the rapidly changing reality more adequately. Cinema, with its simultaneously 

photographic and time-based representation of both, machines and people, offered an 
ideal way to construct a relevant aesthetic ̀meaning' of the contemporary world: 

The fast projected films train us to think fast. [... ] This speed of thought that the cinema 

records and measures, and which partly explains the aesthetics of suggestion and succession, can 
be found in literature. In several seconds one must force the doors of ten metaphors, otherwise 

comprehension fades. [Epstein, 1974: 67] 

Thus, on the one hand, in its search for adequate devices to reflect modernity, 

cinema inherited and developed certain techniques that existed in previous artistic media. 
On the other, the very nature of a moving image corresponded a lot to the increasing 

speed of life that the early 20th century generation were living and allowed them to 

convey their vision of the universe in both time and space. Jean Epstein described the 

combination of these categories in cinema as "a space-time system where this past-future 
dimension also passes through the point of intersection between the three dimensions 

acknowledged in space. "8 He also claimed that "the photogenic mobility is a mobility in 

this space-time system, a mobility simultaneously in space and in time. "9 [Epstein, 1974: 

139] Such an approach undoubtedly takes the whole concept of cinematic movement on 

a serious philosophical level. 

Indeed, the attraction that cinema was exercising on Parisian experimentally 
biased artistic minds had a rather deep philosophical background. As early as in 1889 the 

famous French philosopher Henri Bergson published his Essay on the Immediate Data of 

Consciousness (Essai sur les donnees immediates de la conscience), where he reflected 
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profoundly on the nature of movement and immobility. In 1896 there appeared in print 
his Matter and Memory (Matiere et Memoire), which in the 1980s encouraged Gilles 

Deleuze to state: "The introduction of movement in the concept happens exactly in the 

same epoch as the introduction of movement in the image. "10 [Leurat, 1992: 17] 

This view can be supported by another historical fact that has to do with 

photographic experiments in the field of movement. They were taking place at the end of 

the 19`h century, i. e. at approximately the same time as impressionist painters were 

experimenting with the fragmentation of spatial sensation. However, there was a clear 

difference in the representation of movement in traditional fine arts and photography. 

The `classic' interpretation of time and space in art demanded certain emphasis on 

`significant' moments in movement that allowed artists to create and highlight some pre- 

existing meaning they were trying to convey in their imagery. Alternatively, the `new' 

vision inspired by science directed the look to any pieces of space and phases of 

movement in time, encouraging the spectators to construct their own meanings that could 

not be predicted by the artist. 

The new concept of time introduced by Henri Bergson postulated simultaneity 

along with the combination of the spatial and the temporal as its basic elements. The 

impossibility of differentiating and defining the media in which the mind moved led 

experimental artists to abandon the plot, eliminate the hero, give up the psychology, turn 

to the `automatic method' of creativity and, consequently, introduce the crucial montage 

technique. In a way, by revealing the relativity of space and time Bergson simply 

discovered "the counterpoint of spiritual processes and the musical structure of their 

interrelationships. " [Hauser, 1962: 233] Having coincided with the birth of cinema, the 

French philosopher's approach was rendered in the new medium best of all. As cinematic 

montage proved to be a complex phenomenon that brought together the spatial and the 

temporal, while combining different media in one work, "the agreement between the 

technical methods of the film and the characteristics of the new concept of time" was 

almost complete. According to the art historian A. Hauser, it almost led one to believe 

that "the time categories of modern art altogether must have arisen from the spirit of 

cinematic force. " [Hauser, 1962: 226] 

Importantly, the very academic distinction between the `arts of space' and the 

`arts of time' was seriously questioned by the emergence of photography and cinema. 

The young media were already exercising a certain influence on classical arts and on 

those experimentally minded artists who would later turn to cinema as a new field for 

experiment. Thus, the famous painting by Marcel Duchamp Nude Descending the 

Staircase (1912) was 
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certainly the result of the convergence in Duchamp's mind of the most various interests 

among which we must not overlook the cinema, still in its infancy, nor the separation of 

movements in the "photochronographs" which frequently appeared in the popular magazines of 
the day. [Lebe!, 1959: 8] 

The movement phases shown in Duchamp's painting simultaneously tested his 

very up-to-date semi-scientific ideas about the nature of artistic representation and 

challenged the spectatorship in many ways by creating a `non-figurative' expression of 

movement. In the interview that Duchamp gave much later in his life, he explains his 

objectives quite clearly: 

In the Nude I wanted to create a static image of movement: movement is an abstraction, a 
deduction articulated within the painting, without one knowing if a real person is or isn't 

descending an equally real staircase. Fundamentally, movement is in the eye of the spectator, 

who incorporates it into the painting. [Cabane, 1971: 30] 

The specificity of the filmic medium allowed such experiments to go even 
further, as the speed of, first, shooting and, then, projection could be changed at any 

moment, accentuating various types of movement that otherwise would escape the 

human eye. The fundamental difference between film and other arts in terms of time and 

space structures is that in cinema the boundaries of space and time are fluid: space has a 
`quasi-temporal' nature, while time, to some extent, becomes spatial. In plastic arts space 

remains static, motionless, unchanging, ̀ without a goal' or direction: our look and, at 
times, our body moves quite freely in such artistic space, as it is homogeneous and none 

of its parts has a temporal relation to another. The phases of such movement are not 

stages of a gradual development, since they present no fixed sequence. On the contrary, 

time in literature or in performing arts has a definite direction, a certain development, an 

objective goal, independent of the spectator's personal experience of time. With the 

emergence of the filmic medium, these categories of space and time undergo a significant 

change of character and functions. 

The filmic space loses its static quality and passivity, becoming dynamic: it is 

`born' in front of the spectators' eyes. Fluid, unlimited and unfinished, it has its own 

patterns of development that rearrange the linear flow of time. In A. Hauser's words, 
"homogeneous physical space here assumes the characteristics of heterogeneously 

composed historical time. " [Hauser, 1962: 227] The individual stages of time are no 
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longer of the same kind, the individual parts of space cease to be equal in value, as the 

filmic medium allows different approaches, some with a certain priority of narrativity 

and others amplifying our spatial experience. In fact, a similar tendency can be traced in 

early 20th century experimental photography, as surrealist photo artists tend to capture 
forms in motion and objects in the process of transformation that turns the temporal into 

the spatial, placing the image "within the framework of a sublimating hors du temps 

(beyond time). " [Spector, 1997: 139] 

Cinema, thus, belonged to a newly reviewed concept of movement brought about, 
to a certain extent, by art itself and theorized in contemporary philosophy. In the 

meantime, cinema's ambiguous situation of being neither art nor science, and its being 

perceived as "a higher synthesis of movement"11 [Leurat, 1992: 18] worked both `for' 

and `against' it. Thus, the common idea was that paintings or sculptures do not create 

movement, but an `image of movement', a representation of movement that cinema 

seemed to devaluate by mechanizing it. 

When it comes to video, this medium possesses a number of qualities 

considerably surpassing the possibilities of film. The early practitioners of video art were 

much attracted by its instantaneity and simultaneity of image, sound and movement. 
Working with the new technology, artists could revise and edit their work with far 

greater ease than filmmakers, while the spread of affordable equipment urged a broad 

spectrum of practitioners from various artistic backgrounds to give it a try. While film 

has to be treated and processed, video records and reveals instant time. Moreover, film is 

contemplative and `distanced', as it detaches the audience from their immediate reality 

and makes them spectators of earlier recorded events. As Laura Mulvey argued in her 

2002 Tate Modem talk, "cinema is increasingly about what is already past", it is "more 

about looking backwards than forwards", while the digital can be a "time machine". 
[Mulvey, 2002] With video, the presence of time itself can be revealed: in a way, the new 

technology displaces the time, surpassing the ̀ physicality' of the medium. 
In the early days of cinema the projection used to start with a still image coming 

to life, which contained in itself the `magic' of the then new medium. Nowadays, with 

video, this moment becomes strangely reversed: being used to the movement of images 

on the screen, we are trying to stop the videotape, play it again, enjoy the repetition of the 

image, slow down the projection and so on. According to Laura Mulvey, "the beauty of 

the cinematic image when repeated becomes important, because it allows us to think 

about time itself. " [Mulvey, 2002] 

The desire to examine films, whether on celluloid or digital, in slow motion is, 

thus, based on the human fascination with the flow of time. A device that, metaphorically 
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speaking, puts time under a microscope, slow motion is commonly used in the media to 

underline significant, emotionally intense moments. This applies in particular to 

mainstream cinema, but, to an extent, could be argued for experimental cinema as well. It 

magnifies the action by extending its natural duration, allowing the spectator to capture 

all the details of the scene. However, slow motion can also be chosen as a constant speed, 

which leads to a displacement of the audience and makes them pass to a "different level 

of perception. " [Parfait, 2001: 124] Temporality being the base for electronic fluidity, the 

speed of video projection "affirms the present moment of life, this fragile activity zone 
between appearance and disappearance. " [Parfait, 2001: 121] In fact, speed is contained 

not only in the mechanical projection itself: it can also be revealed in the image, since 
"one composite image can evoke many different speeds. " [Parfait, 2001: 125] 

In the 1920s artists in search for `real art' favoured film's fragmentary and 

moving nature, its new kind of `scientifically proven objectivity' and, most importantly, 

its lack of established codes and conventions. Being a very young medium, cinema did 

not have a language of its own and, thus, inspired artists to look for one, taking 

advantage of the very specificity of its `mechanical' nature. Gilles Deleuze summarizes 
the development of this language looking back at the history of cinema from the 

standpoint of the 1980s: 

What was cinema's position at the outset? On the one hand, the view point [prise de vue] 

was fixed, the shot was therefore spatial and strictly immobile; on the other hand, the apparatus 

for shooting [appareil de prise de vue] was combined with the apparatus for projection, endowed 

with a uniform abstract time. The evolution of cinema, the conquest of its own essence or 

novelty, was to take place through montage, the mobile camera and the emancipation of the view 

point, which became separate from projection. The shot would then stop being a spatial category 

and become a temporal one, and the section would no longer be immobile, but mobile. [Deleuze, 

1986: 3] 

Thus, cinema possesses a double nature par excellence. On the one hand, it is 

visual and shares certain exhibition and perception premises with fine arts. On the other, 

it is moving in time, which makes it resemble literature with its narrative structure. This 

accounts for the fact that the first film-experimentalists emerged from these old artistic 

`camps'. Standish Lawder notes in his detailed study of cubist cinema that "almost all of 

the avant-garde cineastes of the twenties, especially in Paris, came from painting and 
literature. " [Lawder; 1975: 75] 
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It is quite understandable that the cinematic innovation inspired in particular 

those who were already involved in artistic experiment in other media, namely the avant- 

garde artists. They were the first to look for alternatives to the usual realistic and 

narrative approaches. According to a contemporary specialist in the French cinematic 

avant-garde, Rudolf Kuenzli, 

Cubist, Futurist, Dadaist, and Constructivist painters, obsessed with capturing the 

sensation of physical movement in their work, saw in film a means of overcoming the static 

nature of painting through "moving pictures". [Kuenzli; 1998: 1] 

Both, artists and their literary colleagues, were testing their skills against the new 

medium to see what its potential was like as compared to their primary modes of 

aesthetic expression. Another matter of concern was that of perception. Artists were 

equally seeking an answer to the question of what cinema could do to the audience that 

neither the static images of fine arts, nor the verbal structures of literature could. Thus, 

Man Ray, an American artist who moved to Paris in the early 1920s and became one of 

the leading French experimentalists in the field of photography and film, claimed that 

cinema allowed the newest research based on movement and constant camera 
displacement. He also warned that film should not reproduce nature exactly, as in that 

case it did not present any interest. The constantly developing medium urged artists to 

"find something new" every time they worked with it, even better if that made "people 

shout. " Man Ray could see that one day the general public would "end up imitating it" 

and then artists would have to "look for something else. " [Bouhours, 1997: 169] 

The visionary nature of the comments on the cinema's future made by early film 

experimentalists is striking even today. Thus, Antonin Artaud claimed in 1930 that "one 

day we [would] probably have a cinema in three dimensions and even in colour", which 
has, of course, happened in the due course. However, Artaud recognized that these were 
"accessory devices" that did not contribute greatly to the cinematic language itself, with 
its "unexpected and mysterious side" found in no other form of art. [Artaud, 1930: 113] 

Due to the transformation brought about by on-screen projection, any image, however 

small and insignificant, assumed a meaning independent of the idea it might interpret or 

the symbol it might constitute. By being isolated, objects obtained a life of their own. 
Accentuated by the distortions of the camera, every detail that had previously escaped 

our attention came to life with a unique force. 

A mentally unstable person himself, Artaud made interesting observations on 

what the cinematic apparatus can do to human perception. Apart from apparent 
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perceptive manipulation via close-ups, distortions, dissolves and other purely cinematic 
devices, the artist noted a "sort of physical excitement" that could be communicated 
"directly to the brain" by means of images being rotated. [Artaud, 1930: 114] This was 

certainly used, at least subconsciously, in the 1920s Parisian experimental films, 

particularly by Man Ray in his Retour ä la raison (Return to Reason) (1923) and Emak 

Bakia (1926), both of which explore the cinematic potential of rotating images. On the 

whole, the cinematic experiment of the 1920s was largely carried out by artists "obeying 

profound, original impulses, consequently necessitating a new form" [Desnos, 1929: 66], 

rather than consciously developing a new aesthetic. Fernand Leger summarized it rather 

radically claiming that "the history of avant-garde films is very simple. [... ] It is the 

revenge of painters and poets. "12 [Leger, 1997: 165] 

Significantly, the early 20th century avant-garde movements in Paris (cubism, 

Dada and surrealism in the first place) showed innumerable examples of poets' and 

painters' collaboration to create different kinds of collages (pasting), where the verbal 

and the visual played equally significant roles, interacting with each other to give birth to 

a new artistic form. Equally, when writers, poets and artists worked separately, they often 

used ̀ foreign' techniques to enrich their methods of expression and create some universal 

mode of rendering the sensation of the modern world. 
These combinations of verbal and visual, painterly and poetic recur in the 

thinking of Raymond Bellour as he attempts to theorize video installations as the place of 
"between images" ("l'entre-images"). According to the scholar, video presents in itself a 

constant passage between levels of experience, evoking such issues as mobility and 
immobility among others. At the same time, the "reality of entre-images" would be 

inconceivable, without two simultaneous tendencies in the history of cinematic thought: 

the first one leading both cinema and reflection on it towards painting and the second 
bringing together the moving visual image and verbal practice. [Bellour, 1990: 13] Thus, 

reflection on the meaning of images often evolves around the relationship between 

images and words, i. e. between image and language, the visual and the verbal. Based on 
the idea that "there are no `pure' iconic images, since to fully understand an image 

requires the mastery of verbal language" [Aumont, 1997: 187], the connection between 

word and image, already much present in cinema since the beginning of talkies, was 
increased by video and digitalization. On the other hand, the `manageability' of the new 

medium increases the resemblance between the moving image of video and the still 
image of painting. 

Interestingly, while contemporary video artists often try to render the stasis of 

painting in their works, in the early 20th century modernist artists working in static media 
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"sought to translate the dynamic effects of film into painting. " [Townsend, 2004: 16-17] 

Thus, Duchamp's Nude Descending a Staircase seems to analyze metaphorically the way 

film image is created. A strong allusion to this painting appears in Bill Viola's video 

installation The Veiling (1995). The piece consists of two screens joining each other at an 

angle. Two figures, a male and a female, are materialized in light walking towards each 

other along their respective screens towards the middle, very much in the manner of 

Duchamp's Nude. They finally meet in the central panel only to "pass through the wan 

light of one another" [Morgan, 2004: 101 ], which seems to suggest a metaphor of elusive 

human relations in modem life in addition to the purely technical effects the installation 

creates. 

Another reason for video's strong association with painting is that modem media 

tend to have "a very high accepted truth factor in our society" [Neumaier, 2004: 69], 

which leads them to perform the same function as panel paintings did in earlier centuries, 

i. e. evoke such existential subjects as birth, death and other elements of human life-span. 

Bill Viola's Greeting (1995) can provide a good illustration to this statement, being 

modeled on a painting of such kind. The initial Renaissance work entitled The Visitation 

(1528-29) was made by Jacopo Carucci, known as Pontormo, for the church of San 

Michele in Carmignano and depicted an episode from St. Luke's gospel, namely that of 

the meeting between Elizabeth and Mary, both women being pregnant. 

Viola seems to have studied Pontormo's work in some depth, going "as far as to 

trace particular groupings" [Wainwright, 2004: 115], which resulted in appropriating the 

compositional structure of the Renaissance painting in order to `translate' it into the 

language of new media. Interestingly, the artist made use of both film and video media in 

his creative process. Knowing that the finished work would have to run very slowly, 

Viola shot his actors on film and then, "for installation purposes, the edited tape was 

transferred to video laserdisc. " [Wainwright, 2004: 116] The "language of painting" truly 

"informs" [Wainwright, 2004: 113] Viola's piece in this case: Pontormo's work being 

the clearest influence on The Greeting, it can also be related to a larger body of 

Renaissance paintings, as ̀ visitations' were a common minor genre at the time. 

The very way in which Viola's installation "aspires to the status of painting" is 

largely by "trying to restructure the temporality of the medium it appropriates. " 

[Wainwright, 2004: 119] Although clearly moving, the image appears almost static at 

times, due to the extremely slow speed of projection. The slowness, with which the 

sequence develops, also `magnifies' the importance of the episode, adding "intense 

meaning to each gesture and facial expression" [Neumaier, 2004: 69] and evoking a 

whole range of human experience from birth to death in the minds of the viewers. 
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Another Viola's work of this kind is Nantes Triptych (1992). It takes up the 

tradition of classical panel paintings, showing the existential interconnection of birth, life 

and death simultaneously on three panels. Viewed from the left to the right, the triptych 

contains the image of a woman giving birth, the sequence of a man diving in water and 
that of a dying woman encircled by the camera in slow approach until her face fills the 

entire screen. The vast potential of video technology also helps the artist to represent the 

cyclic nature of life: temporal cycles, whether daily, annual or those of a whole life, 

become a crucial element in his installations. 

Taken on its own, every sequence of Nantes Triptych seems to proclaim its cyclic 

nature. Thus, the temporal phases of giving birth are rendered by pushes and, eventually, 

the child proclaims its existence by crying. The man on the central screen carries on 
diving and coming up to the surface, whereas the death of the woman on the right seems 

to move closer gradually, as the camera approaches the filmed object, i. e. the woman's 
face. 

Seen as a whole, the installation illustrates the totality of life: there is a clear 

correspondence between its symmetrical design in real physical space and the temporal 

symmetry of the concepts the work is meant to render. Thus, the inevitability and 
importance of life's beginning and end is underlined by the fact that the sequences of the 

side monitors are shot in colour, while the central one is in black-and-white. 

Acoustically, the viewers are first attracted by the laments of the woman in labour, but 

then the noises of water where the action of the central panel develops and the quiet 

strenuous breathing of the dying woman come to their attention. As the viewers 

experience an entire cycle of Nantes Triptych, they grow increasingly aware of their own 

existence being limited in time, as well as of life's cyclic nature. 
Viola's works generally appear to refer to an impressive range of traditions in the 

history of European and world art. Along with the already mentioned references to the 

Renaissance and classical painting, many of his installations seem to be "best described 

as Baroque". Their "monumental scale", together with "the spectacle, and the dramatic 

contrast of light and dark" [Morgan, 2004: 93], suggest that some of the essential 
Baroque elements could be seen as the formal and cultural basis for Viola's art. An 

example of such piece is Passage (1987): the installation consists of a dark, narrow 

corridor leading to a small room, where the viewer faces a wall serving as a rear- 

projection screen. The projected sequence shows a young child's birthday party: moving 
in extremely slow motion, children's gigantic faces and bodies cover the whole surface 

of the wall. The images are magnified to such an extent that the whole picture seems to 

be dissolving in constantly shifting colour patches and the horizontal lines of the screen. 
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In this work Viola brings together an innovative adaptation of a previous artistic 

tradition and a challenge to "the documentary character of video as we, in the age of 
television and photojournalism, have come to understand it. " [Morgan, 2004: 89] The 

Baroque contrast of light and darkness, the monumental fresco-like proportions of the 

projected image and the `mystery' element in the very structure of the installation (the 

viewers do not know what awaits them at the end of the corridor) are supplemented by a 
highly amplified sound. Reduced to an ominous noise, it fills the space of the room, 

almost penetrating the viewer's body. The disjointed sound and image, as well as the 

quality of the sound itself, lead to the imagery of the sequence unfolding in a dream-like 

way. Due to the proportions of the room, the viewer's position in relation to the screen is 

limited: there is no physical point from which one could assemble the sequence into a 

coherent narrative whole, even though the subject matter is quite recognizable. As a 

result, the familiar imagery of a child's birthday party turns into a monumental panel, 

evoking frescos in the mind of the viewer. 
Viola's use of the painterly past has the benefit of a well-developed notion of film 

language. By contrast, artists attempting such a mix in the 1920s had to contend with a 

still developing language that could be changed by their efforts. Thus, the poet 
Guillaume Apollinaire, who was, at a certain stage of his artistic career, an ardent 

supporter of cubist principles in painting and a personal friend of Fernand Leger, wrote a 

whole collection of poems Calligrammes (1912-1917), in which he tried to address the 

reader by means of visual image as well as verbal. The lines of his `visual lyrics' are 

organized on the page so as to create a picture, which certainly adds to the purely literary 

devices he uses, such as the omission of punctuation and a special rhythm. 
Being himself an important cultural critic of the epoch, Apollinaire reflected in 

his essay The Air of the Time (L'Air du temps) on the future of poetry and visual art, 

stating that the main direction of development could only lead to the synthesis of all arts. 

He pointed to the recent discoveries of science and technology, the "new languages" of 

film and photography among them, as means of refreshing the poetic language. Typically 

of the time, Apollinaire's starting point in the quest for new forms was, on the one hand, 

imagination: "surprise" appears to be the main component of his "new spirit" concept. 

On the other, the poet was eager to use scientific progress to discover some global "new 

reality" and celebrate contemporary life in all its aspects. [Apollinaire, 3,1966: 900-910] 

His and similar ideas were quite persistent in the early 20`h century literature and 
fine arts. Thus, Fernand Leger introduced fragments of words and sentences in his earlier 

paintings, such as The City, and in his illustrations for his friend's, another ̀ progressive' 

poet of the time, Blaise Cendrars's, text The End of the World Filmed by The Angel of 
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Notre-Dame (La Fin du monde filmee par L'Ange Notre-Dame), both of 1919. Naturally, 

the use of the participle "filmed" ("filmee") in the title of Cendrars's literary text is quite 

characteristic as well, in that it shows the growing attraction of the Parisian avant-garde 

world towards the new medium. Jean Epstein points out that "cinema saturates modern 

literature", 13 whereas "reciprocally this mysterious art has admitted a lot of literature". 14 

[Epstein, 1974: 65] 

Significantly, at the same time Cendrars was developing his own ideas on cinema, 
later published as The ABC of Cinema (L'ABC du cinema) (1926). By the same token, 

even Leger's `ordinary' painting of the period, with its concentration on the object, its 

plastic qualities and somehow very `filmic' framing, was very poetic and cinematic in its 

essence. Christopher Green argues that in his painting of the 1910-20s Leger created a 

"fully simultanist alliance between the verbal and the visual" [Green, 1976: 181], which 

allowed the painter to come "very close to the very idea of cinema. " [Green, 1976: 166] 

Another important French avant-garde artist, Francis Picabia, was equally 
interested in creating a harmonious synthesis of the verbal and the visual in his work. 
Introducing foreign quotations copied from a dictionary into his machine portraits, 
Picabia deliberately infused a literary dimension into them. The quotations became, in a 

way, ready-mades, with their `meaning' constructed by modified phraseology. Attracted 

by their poetic or philosophical aspect, the artist used the verbal components in a very 

anarchist fashion: often Picabia's pseudo-machine drawings contained pseudo-Latin 

citations, which created a fascinating play between the past and the present, ancient 

wisdom and modern technology. Later, referring to the `pictorial' character of Picabia's 

verses and to the poetical nature of his drawings, Gabrielle Buffet, the artist's first wife, 

noted that "the words lose their immediate meaning... becoming plastic in themselves. " 

[Samaltanos, 1984: 70] Moreover, she called Picabia's watercolours "patterns of 

poems"15, echoing Apollinaire's reference to them as "painted poems". [Samaltanos, 

1984: 70] 

A similar line of experiment can be traced in Dada and surrealist collages in the 
1910-20s and further on. Here literature becomes pictorial and fine arts grow verbal. 

Poets carry on polishing Apollinaire's innovations in visual rhythm, whereas some avant- 

garde prose appears to be a peculiar combination of words, drawings and photography. 

One of the most notable examples would probably be the trilogy by the surrealist leader 

Andre Breton, consisting of Nadja (1928), Communicating Vessels (Les Vases 

Communicants) (1932) and Mad Love (L'Amour fou) (1937). 

Another outstanding example of such not-so-easily-defined artistic discourse 

shows itself in the works of the Belgian surrealist artist Rene Magritte. "This is not a 
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pipe"16 written on the canvas representing a pipe strikes the spectator's imagination as 

something clearly contradicting `normal' logic and questioning the link between the 

sound, the word and the object. This simultaneously `verbally-visual' form of art 
becomes very topical for the whole of the 20th century. 

Thus, in 1935 Man Ray collaborated with Paul Eluard on a volume entitled Easy 

(Facile) that contained a mixture of the latter's poetry and the former's photography. 

Then, in 1937, the two artists worked together on Free Hands (Les Mains Libres), a 

collection of Man Ray's drawings `illustrated' by Eluard's poetry. What seems very 

important in this synthesis is that, in fact, in neither case one type of artistic discourse 

performs a merely supplementary function to another. The fact that Paul Eluard's was 

one of the most characteristic examples of surrealist poetry and that, as Man Ray himself 

claimed, "many of the Mains Libres drawings are drawings of dreams" [Foster, 1988: 

264], explains to a great extent the equal status of different media in the work. The very 

title of the book - Free hands - is a pun indicating the freedom of the artist to retrieve 
images from the deep reaches of the subconscious, without any restraint in the 

relationships between the things depicted and named verbally. Although primarily a 

visualist, Man Ray was very much aware of the verbal image power, both used on its 

own and combined with the visual. In an interview he gave much later in his life he 

makes it quite clear: 

I said to Duchamp one day, "You know, if you hadn't put the title Nude Descending a 

Staircase on the canvas, that picture would have passed unnoticed the way the Picabias did. " 

[Hill, 1992: 18] 

It is highly possible that the Puritan-minded Americans responded, first and 
foremost, to the `indecency' of the picture, revealed to them by its title. Whether Man 

Ray's observation was accurate or not, it certainly influenced his view of the verbal 

versus visual relationship in art, as can be seen from his own words: 

Ever since then, I've always attached titles to my objects. They do not explain the work 
but add what you might call a literary element to it that sets the mind going. It doesn't do it to 

everybody, but the few people that I expect will respond to it do. [Hill, 1992: 18] 

Putting his objects in strange isolation, Man Ray made this strangeness become 

poetic on account of the discrepancy between the object and its title. In some cases, it 

seems that only the title provides a clue to the infinity of possible paths the spectator 
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could follow. With certain objects it can occur as a play on words or as an expression 
taken literally. Sometimes the words included into pictures in a totally unpredictable way 
highlight one of their possible meanings. 

Man Ray's own name is perhaps his best-invented title. Born Emanuel 

Radnitzsky, of Russian-Jewish origins, in Philadelphia, he must have insightfully 

foreseen his future fascination by photography and other `arts of light' and became a 
`man' almost literally made of `rays'. Perhaps, being a foreigner in Paris also made a 

certain impact on the nature of Man Ray's art. As the author of a recent publication on 

surrealism claims, 

sometimes Man Ray's creation of a work was sparked off a title he already had in mind. 

He spoke no French, so it is not surprising that he took words at their face value. It is striking to 

observe how many artists, after spending many years in a country where they know nothing of 

the language, never really learn it properly. It is as if the absence of verbal communication 

stimulates them, or makes them more receptive to all kinds of other perception. [Martin, 1982: 7] 

However, such an attitude is almost literally echoed by a native Frenchman, 

Marcel Duchamp, working in almost the same direction at more or less the same time as 
Man Ray. When asked in an interview, what the word "even" in The Bride Stripped Bare 

by Her Bachelors, Even meant, Duchamp responded: 

Titles in general interested me a lot. At that time, I was becoming literary. Words 

interested me; and the bringing together of words to which I added a comma and "even", an 

adverb which makes no sense, since it relates to nothing in the picture or title. Thus it was an 

adverb in the most beautiful demonstration of adverbness. It has no meaning. This "antisense" 

interested me a lot on the poetic level, from the point of view of the sentence. [Cabane, 1971: 40] 

The addition of the verbal component in painting, photography or film can and 
does influence the ̀ meaning' of the visual image. The text does not say the same thing as 

the picture, but it adds a new dimension to the visual image, brings narrativity into it, and 

together they merge into each other creating some multi-component and multi-meaning 

aesthetic structure. The semiological theory, starting from Ferdinand de Saussure's 

concepts of the signifier and the signified that represent the two sides of a sign (whether 

linguistic, visual, cinematic or any other), seems to be most adequate and productive 

when applied to the analysis of such artistic phenomena. The more so that important film 

critics, Christian Metz for one, seem to agree: 
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A basic assumption I make is that both words and images are sets of signs that belong to 

systems and that, at a certain level of abstraction, these systems bear resemblances to one 

another. More specifically, within each such system there are many different codes (perceptual, 

referential, symbolic). [... ] The very mechanisms of language systems can thus be seen to carry 

on diverse and complex interrelations: one function, among others, of language is to name the 

units segmented by vision (but also to help segment them), and [... ] one function, among others, 

of vision is to inspire semantic configurations (but also to be inspired by them). [Naremore, 2000: 

33] 

This mutual capacity of different signs to reveal each other's potential was also 

much considered by the Russian formalists, who developed their theory at the beginning 

of the 20th century, i. e. around the same time as the French experimental art in question 

was created. Centered primarily around the concept of defamiliarization (ostranenie), the 

formalists' ideas implied a fresh look at familiar things in order to unveil their artistic 

potential. Viewed from this perspective, the titles of Man Ray's photos, like those of 

Duchamp's readymades, introduce the audience to the tediously familiar objects in a 

totally new manner: Transatlantic, Anxiety (L'inquietude), Ingres' Violin/Hobby (Le 

violon d'Ingres), Enigma oflsidore Ducasse (L'enigme d'Isidore Ducasse) etc. 

Generally speaking, throughout most of the early 20th century experimental art, 

one can perceive a changing and expanding concept of `meaning' and a consequent 

attempt to create a language of symbols and images by which to express it. Gradually 

these concepts came to include almost everything within the scope of human experience. 

The new understanding of time and space that entered art through movement altered the 

traditional concepts of form, its representation and perception. In visual arts the human 

eye was no longer limited to a fixed focus. As the focus moved, the point of view was 

constantly enlarging and acquiring new dimensions. With the emergence of film first, the 

look started moving about the object, and second, the object itself, or rather its 

`objective' photographic representation, was set in motion. At the same time, the 

visualization of abstract concepts, often brought about by the verbal component, caused 

an even further development of artistic forms. 

L'element mecanique n'est pas pour moi un parti pris, une attitude, mais un moyen d'arriver ä donner une 
sensation de force et de puissance. 
2 Je trouve l'etat de guerre beaucoup plus normal et plus souhaitable que l'etat de paix. [... ] L'etat de paix 
etant la vie au rythme ralenti, c'est une situation d'embrayage, derriere les persiennes fermees, quand tout 
se passe dans la rue oü le createur doit titre. La vie s'y revele acceleree et profonde et tragique. Lä, les 
hommes et les choses sont vus dans toute leur intensite, leur valeur hypertrophiee, examinee sous toutes les 
faces [... ] La vie actuelle, c'est l'etat de guerre, voila pourquoi j'admire profondement mon epoque, dure, 
aigue, mais qui, avec ses immenses lunettes, voit clair, quoi qu'il advienne. 3 La beaute moderne se confond presque toujours avec la necessite pratique. [... ] La forme geometrique est 
dominante, sa penetration de tous les domaines, son influence visuelle et psychologique. L'affiche brise le 
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paysage, le compteur electrique sur le mur de calendrier. II faut utiliser plastiquement toutes ces valeurs 
nouvelles. 
4 L'homine moderne enregistre cent fois plus d'impressions que l'artiste du XVIII° siecle; par exemple, ä 
tel point que notre langage est plein de diminutifs et d'abreviations. La condensation du tableau moderne, 
sa variete, sa rupture des formes est la resultante de tout cela. s Gilles Deleuze, for one, believes that film directors are thinkers who use "movement-images and time- 
images instead of concepts. " [Deleuze, 1997: 1] 
6 La vitesse de pensee a change; eile s'est accrue dans le temps. 
7 Les films passes vite nous entrainent ä penser vite. [... ] Cette vitesse de pensee que le cinema enregistre 
et mesure, et qui explique en partie 1'esthetique de suggestion et de succession, se retrouve dans la 
litterature. En quelques secondes il faut forcer la pone de dix metaphores, sinon la comprehension sombre. 
8 un systeme espace-temps oü cette direction passe-avenir passe aussi par le point d'intersection des trois 
directions admises ä 1'espace 
9 la mobilite photogenique est une mobilite dans ce systeme espace-temps, une mobilite ä la fois dans 
l'espace et le temps 
10 L'introduction du mouvement dans le concept se fait exactement ä la meme epoque que l'introduction du 
mouvement dans l'image. 
ý' une plus haute synthese du mouvement 
12 l'histoire des films d'avant-garde est tres simple. [... ] C'est la revanche des peintres et des poetes. 
13 le cinema sature la litterature moderne 14 reciproquement cet art mysterieux a admis beaucoup de litterature 
IS schemas de poemes 16 Ceci n'est pas une pipe 
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1.2. Are they Arts? The Medium and the Aesthetics of Photography, Cinema and Video 

So far the argument of this thesis was centered round the historical emergence of 

experimental cinema language in the early 200' century Paris, which seems to have largely 

gone via modernist synthesis of arts coupled with the technical progress. The new art forms, 

however, were not universally perceived as such at the start. This chapter will try to clarify 

the essence of the controversy around photography, film and video at their respective 

moments of birth and `legitimization' as arts. It will also continue and deepen the analysis of 

temporal and spatial nature of these media. 

Despite its existence for quite a period of time, at the beginning of the 20`h century 

photography continued to be quite `problematic' as a new technology. Its ambiguous nature, 

which comprised a purely mechanical apparatus and the necessity for art to reflect an 
individual artistic outlook, caused spirited polemics in the art establishment as to whether 

photography could be considered `art' at all. One opinion maintained that "photography 

could not transcend its mechanical nature", while the other supported the view that "camera 

was essentially a tool, like brush or burin, that might be used to make either mundane or 

sublime statements. " [Rosenblum, 1990: 44] 

Independently of what particular aesthetics they were originally conceived in, all 

artworks tend to demonstrate their unique manner of addressing the viewer and creating the 

illusion of reality via an artistic representation of space and time in their structure. The 

medium any art object is made of plays quite an important role in rendering these crucial 

categories. Such an assumption seems even more valid when applied to the work of avant- 

garde artists renowned for their subjectivity and introspective world outlook. In experimental 

art there exists a certain "mysticism of the medium", because, being the "primary object of 

sense experience", the medium becomes a "surrogate" for the artist's self. [Kuspit, 1993: 81 

Visual arts based on the achievements of technical science, such as photography, film and 

video among others, make considerable use of these media potential, as it unites the inner 

world of the artists with the objective reality they work in. 

Thus, the almost hallucinatory images, typical of experimental photographic, filmic 

or video artworks, are often born out of the medium itself, or at least with considerable help 

from its physical qualities. Being both fantasies, i. e. representations of internal reality, and 
descriptions, i. e. representations of external reality, such images make the medium a perfect 

transitional space for the birth of artistic meaning. The symbiotic fusion with the material of 
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their artwork, as well as the unity of internal and external values, help the artists to 

communicate to their audience the impulse for simultaneous introspection and observation 

contained in the medium. 

Theoretically, almost all `mechanical art' is largely based on the concept of 
transparence. However, the fact that film and photography are produced by light touching a 

chemically treated celluloid surface "must not be mistaken for a semiotic similarity" between 

these two media, in L. R. Oswald's view. The scholar claims that "photography carries a 
`message without a code', whereas films produce messages by means of codes governing the 

organization of point of view, continuity, and rhetorical associations between elements of 

film discourse. " [Oswald, 1994: 251] In the case of cinema, the transparence of the medium 

goes further than it does in photography, penetrating the whole apparatus: the film itself is 

transparent and so is the projector, the image on the screen and even the frame can be 

transparent to an extent, as will be explained further. 

While the frame around the photograph keeps the spectator's look in the logical and 

self-sufficient space of the Renaissance perspective, the film frame articulates both a break 

and a merging with the context. This context, in its turn, appears quite complex, being 

represented spatially by the off-screen space and temporally by the images that precede and 

follow the shot in question. In fact, the rules and codes of classical montage are based on the 

notion of transparence, i. e. the superficial nature of the image and transitions from one shot 

to another are not meant to be perceived by the audience. Neither should such internal 

relations as artificial collage of two heterogeneous components be obvious to the spectator's 

eye. In other words, the cinematic image must suppress its material characteristics to a great 

extent, in order to be able to seize the reality it aims to resemble. The essence of cinematic 
fiction, thus, relies on the visual depth, as well as on spatial and temporal continuity. 

This difference in structure quite logically leads to a difference in meaning film and 

photography can produce. Semiotically, a photographic image is a permanent imprint 

corresponding to a single referent (i. e. the scene that was in front of the camera lens when 
the photograph was taken) and to a limited time of observation (i. e. the time of exposure). 
Being based on the same principle, a film sequence, composed of a number of still images, 

represents the sum of referents and the sum of exposure times required for the shots. In 

either case, the images are fixed once and for all, which means that both, film and 

photography, can only show events that have passed. 
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However, the presence of narrative in film can notably change this theoretical 

perspective on the way the category of time is rendered by the cinematic medium. The 

stillness of photography obviously contradicts the movement of the filmic image: cinema 

loses its relation to time, as "movement and fiction disguise the presence of the past. " 

[Mulvey, 2000: 15] Understandably, many scholars mark this contrast between the two 

media in terms of time representation. Thus, Roland Barthes associates the stillness of the 

photographic image with death in numerous passages of his Camera Lucida, Raymond 

Bellour claims that the spectator cannot halt time in cinema, while Laura Mulvey speaks 

about the "there-and-then-ness" of photography as opposed to the "here-and-now-ness" of 

the cinematic narrative. [Mulvey, 2000: 11] 

When video and other digital technologies appear on stage, they bring with them the 

possibility of transforming the image in real time, i. e. reflecting changes in visible reality or 

changing data in the computer memory. The image, thus, can be continually updated in time, 

which is, of course, a great step ahead, as compared to cinema. However, it is video's 

cinematic heritage that, in a way, predicted its centres of interest, including the tendencies 

outlined by the 1920s experimental films, i. e. the exploration of cinema's relation to other 

arts, such as music, poetry, painting, sculpture, architecture and so on. 

If we return to the early artistic photography, we shall see that it revealed two major 

opposing trends. One of them avoided "all manipulation in order to explore the possibilities 

of photography as its own medium with its unique properties, defined in terms of sharp focus 

and clear images. " [Tashjian, 1995: 101] The photographers practising this approach were 

also keen on creating a relevant conceptual framework to judge the aesthetic value of their 

work. At the same time, the advocates of the so-called "pictorialism" deliberately tried to 

imitate painting to make their photographs look `artistic'. These artists "sought to 

manipulate negatives and prints to make photographs that had the look of painting 

(atmospheric in the vein of Impressionism) - hence to demonstrate that photography could 

indeed be a fine art. " [Tashjian, 1995: 101] This fact underlines the importance of the French 

impressionist painting for the new `mechanical' arts: the breaking up of light introduced by 

the impressionist painters was rather a scientific approach to life representation in itself. 

However, such dependence on more traditional forms of art led many artists and 

critics of the time to question the status of photography. The issue appeared to be of such 

notable interest that in 1922 a well-established American photographer and gallery owner 
Alfred Stieglitz started a discussion in Manuscripts that inquired straightforwardly: "Can a 
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Photograph Have the Significance of Art? " [Tashjian, 1995: 101] In their statements, many 
famous Parisian artists clearly separated photography from what was known as fine arts. 

Thus, Man Ray insisted: "I maintain that photography is not artistic! " To him, however, this 

was a way of postulating the positive nature of photography and its capacity to develop. The 

artist further explains his position claiming that "a form of expression is only capable of 

evolution and transformation to the degree that it is not artistic. " [Janus, 1982: 211] 

In this view Man Ray was much supported by his friend and fellow artist Marcel 

Duchamp, who also maintained photography was beyond art and very promising as such. 

Stieglitz' own point of view on what the relationship between photography and art could be 

was strictly `anti-pictorialist'. He did not believe photography should imitate painting in 

order to be accepted by the artistic world seriously. Instead, he promoted a more objective 

and profound point of view that set the terms in a far more logical and ̀ modern' frame: 

Photography is not an art. Neither is painting nor sculpture, literature nor music. They are 

only different media for the individual to express his aesthetic feelings; the tools he uses in his 

creative work. [... ] A photographer has the aesthetic perception; if he feels living beauty in anything 

concrete that he wishes to photograph; if he is actually searching for the truth; he can get the spirit of 

it through the camera as well as the painter can through paint. [Whelan, 2000: 229] 

Such a perspective liberated photography from `academic oppression' to a 

considerable extent and allowed an even larger room for experiment. It also allowed a new 

mode of thinking about photography to emerge that was more relevant to the nature of the 

medium. Judging photography in terms of painting became quite outdated by the end of the 

1930s. At this time another important avant-garde photographer in Paris wrote: 

All interpretations of photography have hitherto been influenced by the aesthetic-philosophic 

concepts that circumscribed painting. These were for long held to be equally applicable to 

photographic practice. Up to now, photography has remained in rather rigid dependence on the 

traditional forms of painting; and like painting it passed through the successive stages of all the 

various art "isms"; though in no sense to its advantage. Fundamentally new discoveries cannot for 

long be confined to the mentality and practice of bygone periods with impunity. [Moholy-Nagy, 

1936: 79] 
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The last sentence of the quote somewhat echoes the view expressed by Man Ray a 

decade earlier. Both lead to comprehend that no established conceptual framework, such as 

art forms and artistic discourse known at any given moment of time, can provide an adequate 

set of tools to deal with a qualitatively new form of aesthetic expression. Moreover, such an 

established conceptual framework is bound to deny the very status of art to the new medium 

and sometimes even slow down its development. At the same time, no new forms can be 

born out of nothing and at first they always feed on the achievements of the old ones, using 

and adapting for their own needs the familiar methods and concepts. 

As this brief account of the critical debate around photography in the early 20th 

century shows, in whatever way artists and critics were trying to define the new medium and 
its potential, they were still thinking `in terms of art' as they knew it, even when they were 

positioning photography `beyond' or `against' art. It is not surprising, therefore, that a 

similar debate was carried on to the film medium, a younger and more complex version of 

the semi-scientific `mechanical' art. 

Avant-garde filmmakers compared cinema with classical art forms, music and 

painting in the first place, quite consistently, to define and explain what they were aiming at. 

Thus, according to one of the early 20'x' century Parisian experimentalists in film, Louis 

Delluc, cinema was "painting in movement"1, whereas his contemporary and fellow artist 

Abel Gance characterized it as "music of light" 2 [Brunius, 1987: 45] Some of the film- 

makers even tried to unite the features of both, visual art and music, in their definition of 

cinema, thus, preparing ground for the emerging concept of cinema as "a kind of pan-art" 

that can "use, incorporate, engulf virtually any other art". [Sontag, 1994: 245] Such an 

outstanding figure in the history of experimental cinema as Germaine Dulac, for example, 

outlined the ideal objectives for the future film in the following way: 

The complete film that we all dream to compose is a visual symphony made of rhythmical 
images and coordinated only by the sensation of the artist who throws it on the screen. [Mitry, 1974: 

86] 

At times, the newly emerged experimental filmmakers did not even realize or admit 

that their art works could be considered cinema. Thus, when Marcel Duchamp created his 

Anemic Cinema (Anemic Cinema), he preferred "to see it as part of his "precision optics" 

[Elsaesser, 1998: 15], rejecting the very concept of cinema when applied to what we now 
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know as his `Dada film'. In an interview given much later in his life, Duchamp states it quite 

clearly: 

I wasn't interested in making movies as such; it was simply a more practical way of 

achieving my optical results. When people say that I've made movies, I answer that, no, I haven't, 

that it was a convenient method - I'm practically sure of that now - of arriving at what I wanted. 

[Cabane, 1971: 68] 

Thus, technical imperfection, lack of knowledge about the potential of the filmic 

medium and, most of all, absence of a clear notion of what exactly could be called cinema at 

the time when Duchamp created his Anemic Cinema could lead the artist to believe that what 

he was doing was only a continuation of his `optical experiments'. Further in the same 

interview, Duchamp claims: 

The work went millimeter by millimeter, because there weren't any highly perfected 

machines. There was a little circle, with the millimeters marked off; we filmed image by image. It 

took two weeks. The equipment wasn't able to take the scene at any specific speed - it was a mess - 

and since it was filming rather quickly, it created a curious optical effect. So we were therefore 

obliged to abandon mechanical means, and make everything ourselves. [Cabane, 1971: 68] 

As the artist's words reveal, the combined technical and manual aspects of the 

creative process were quite similar to what he was doing before he ever encountered the new 

medium. 
The laborious process of incorporating cinema, like photography before it, in the 

pandemonium of arts gradually led to a more or less clear understanding that the aesthetic 

value of creations does not lie in the nature of their media. This value has to be sought in the 

ideas and images the work contains and in the emotional reaction of the viewer experiencing 

it as a whole. By the same token, the absence of a clear-cut conceptual framework for a new 

medium does not mean in the least that the medium is not `artistic', as it cannot influence 

either the artist's creative impulse or the viewer's emotional response to it. The lack of 

terminology and evaluation system can only mean that, with the help of the new medium, art 

is entering previously unexplored territory. As Man Ray put it in one of his interviews given 

towards the end of his life, 
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Everything is art. I don't discuss those things any more. All this anti-art business is nonsense. 

If we must have a word for it, let's call it art. And, if it's different from anything else, that is the real 

revolution. The mere fact of calling it a negative thing is not sufficient to destroy it, if that's what 
they want to do. [Hill, 1992: 20] 

To a certain extent, the relatively new art of video-installation and the process of its 

positioning in the artistic world resemble the development photography and film had to 

accomplish before they found their unique artistic and critical `languages' and were 

consequently `granted' the official status of art. It appears that it is the image structure of the 

work and its impact on the viewer that have to be studied in the first place in order to 

develop the terminology to deal with the medium as a whole. 
However, accepting the view that `art' is contained not in the medium itself, but 

somewhere `in between' the ideas and images realized by its means, leads to a conclusion 
that the aesthetic doctrines behind any particular work are no less important in defining its 

essence. The artistic life in early 20`h century Paris was dominated by the two most dynamic 

directions in art, namely the abstract (dada and similar approaches) and surrealist 

movements. Art historians managed to trace the genealogy of the movements and define 

their nature in a quite detailed manner. 

These two antithetic directions, abstract and surrealist, are allied to undercurrents of 

opposing traditions which have persisted for centuries and which, though radically changed, continue 

today. One may be regarded as romantic, and in general follows from fauvism through 

expressionism, joining in the formation of the surrealist stream. It may be emotional, intuitive, 

spontaneous, subjective, unconscious. The other, following the classic line, stems from cubism 

through futurism to abstract art and is for the most part intellectual, disciplined, architectonic, 

objective, conscious. [Janis, 1969: 2] 

Although the above conclusions were made by the critic predominantly on the basis 

of fine arts, this aesthetic differentiation is valid in the case of cinema, too. There it resulted 
in two significantly dissimilar `languages', implying two different attitudes towards filmic 

narrative. In J. -B. Brunius's words, 

Roughly, two principal tendencies can be distinguished there. One aims to represent aspects 
of the exterior world and actions usual in their appearance in a poetic context, isolating them from all 
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rational logic. [... ] The other school tries to create new forms, either by photographing beings and 

objects from an unexpected angle or in a new light, or by deforming them, sometimes creating 
4 abstract forms. [Brunius, 1987: 33] 

However, the already mentioned co-existence of numerous influences and the 

expanding horizons of contemporary art in general made it quite difficult to position film- 

artists and their work strictly within one category or the other. The fact that cinema as a 

mode of artistic expression emerged rather late, as compared to other media, can partly 

explain the frequent impossibility to define certain films as belonging to a particular school 

of artistic thought. By the 1920s some aesthetic movements had long ceased to dominate the 

evolution of fine arts and literature, whereas the newly born film artists, who were somehow 
influenced by those movements earlier, tried to test the familiar techniques against the 

potential of the cinematic medium. Even when the status of cinema was `officially' accepted 

regarding one film or another, the multi-stage and varied process of film production, with the 

numerous influences that shaped it, accounted for the debatable nature of the films, 

nowadays referred to as Dada, or rather more cautiously labeled "Dada-related" [Elsaesser, 

1998: 13-27], and surrealist. 

Opposing tendencies could easily overlap and intermingle within the same aesthetic 

phenomenon. Indeed, J. -B. Brunius ascribes Man Ray's Retour a la Raison along with Rene 

Clair's Entr'acte to the first tendency, while classifying the work of Chomette and Duchamp 

together with "certain passages" by Man Ray as the second. [Brunius, 1987: 33] As for all 

the other avant-garde film art of the time, the critic experiences difficulty placing it within 

one category or another, pointing out, however, some common features intrinsic in all of 

them: 

Indeed, in other films the two tendencies are constantly mixed. The preoccupations of 

rhythm and movement find their way in the whole of this series of films. Nearly all make extensive 

use of slow motion, high speed and all the special effects known at the time: prisms, deforming 

objectives, masks, multiple superimpositions, different blurrings by wefts, gauzes, plates of wet or 

oiled glass, etc .5 [Brunius, 1987: 33] 

However, an attempt to position the 1920s French avant-garde films within certain 

artistic movements could help to clarify the relationship between the cinematic language in 

the process of formation, on the one hand, and its sources in co-existent fine arts and 
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literature devices, on the other. One of the main difficulties this task poses is the 

collaborative nature of cinema. According to Thomas Elsaesser, there immediately arises 
"the question of attribution and contribution". [Elsaesser, 1998: 14] The critic gives some 

vivid examples to illustrate his point: 

Should one resist calling Ballet mecanique a Dada film, because Leger is usually considered 

a Cubist? Hans Richter did not think so: Though Leger was never a Dadaist, his Ballet mecanique is 

100% Dada. [Elsaesser, 1998: 14] 

As it will be shown in the relevant section of this thesis, it is precisely the problem of 
"attribution and contribution" that does not allow any definite classification of Ballet 

mecanique (Mechanical Ballet). It remains relatively unclear how much of the film actually 
belongs to Leger and how much of it was shot and edited by other people, very much Dada 

in their artistic outlook. In the meanwhile, Thomas Elsaesser quotes another example of a 

1920s Parisian experimental film whose nature cannot be easily defined: 

Do Francis Picabia's disagreements with the Paris Dadaists disqualify Entr'acte? We know 

that the ballet Reläche, for which Picabia and Rene Clair conceived Entr'acte, was in part a protest 

against Breton's takeover of the Surrealist movement. [Elsaesser, 1998: 141 

These observations highlight again that the ̀ political' intention of the artist does not 

always achieve its relevant realization in the final product. The case of Entr'acte, as well as 

that of Man Ray's Emak Bakia, can be quoted here as proof of it. Man Ray clearly 

considered his films Emak Bakia and L'Etoile de mer (Starfish) to be surrealist, although, as 

the members of the surrealist group thought and most researchers argue, only the latter really 

fits the surrealist context, whereas the former still stays within the frame of Dada. 

In connection with the classification of the 1920s Parisian experimental cinema, there 

also exists the problem of chronological congruence. Historically speaking, the Dada 

movement was officially `defeated' by surrealism at the notorious Soiree dir Coeur ä barbe 

(Evening of the Bearded Heart) in July 1923, by which time the first "Dada-related" films 

only started to appear. When Thomas Elsaesser contemplates on their dates of release, he 

notes that "no chronology of Dada stretches that far". [Elsaesser; 1998: 15] Still, the 

important aspect for the present study is the tension between the `primary' contexts of the 

films in question, i. e. Dada and surrealism, which produced two fundamentally different 
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approaches towards the concept of narrative and realism. The two chapters that follow will 

look into this issue in more detail. 

1 Le cinema est la peinture en movement. 
2 Le cinema c'est la musique dc la lumiere. 
3 Le film integral que nous revons tous de composer, c'est une Symphonie visuelle, faite d'images rythmees et 
que seule la sensation d'un artiste coordonne et jette sur l'ecran. 
4 On y distingue en gros deux tendences principales. L'une vise ä representer des aspects du monde exterieur et 
des actions en apparence habituelles, dans un contexte poetique, en les degageant de toute logique rationnelle. 
[... ] L'autre ecole cherche ä crier des nouvelles formes, soit en photographiant les titres et les objets sous un 
angle inattendu ou sous une lumiere nouvelle, soit en les deformant, parfois en creant des formes abstraites. 
s En effet, dans les autres films les deux tendances sont constamment melees. Les preoccupations de rythme et 
de mouvement se retrouvent dans toute cette serie de films. Presque tous font grand usage du ralenti, de 
1'accelere et de tous les truquages alors connus: prismes, objectifs deformants, caches, superimpressions 
multiples, flous divers par trames, gazes, plaques de verre mouillees ou huilees, etc. 



53 
1.3. Major Art Movements in the Early 201h Century Parisian Avant-garde: Dada 

versus Cubism and Surrealism 

1.3.1. Dada: a Historical Perspective 

Although the early 20th century Paris appears to be the basic cultural framework for 

Dada, cubism and surrealism, which accounts for some significant similarities between 

them, there can also be traced some important differences. These lie not only in the artists' 

representational manners, but, first and foremost, in their starting points, i. e. in their attitude 

towards the modem world. When Tristan Tzara made his first statements in Zürich, thus 

initiating the Dada movement in 1916, his nihilist theory of total revolt against all traditional 

life and art values owed much to the contemporary cultural and political situation which 

reflected "the crisis of conscience"' in Europe. 

In the opinion of the freshly born dadaists, the world where the First World War 

became possible could not contain any logic in itself. Following the idea of Emil Szittya, 

who claims to have known Tzara better than anyone else in Zürich, 

Dada made a declaration of war to the war. [... ] The five Dadaists had the audacity to stick 

their nose everywhere: in politics, in strategy, in literature, in painting, in music, and their stupidity 

was wanted. It aimed to disrupt the war. To them, everything was worn out, finished, good for the 

bin. [Szittya, 1992: 96] 

The political aim of the dadaist destructive approach to life and art was certainly 

achieved, as another historical observation makes it clear: "The shock value of dada 

propaganda was psychological and its effectiveness lay in the ability to arouse a public from 

lethargy. " [Janis, 1969: 6] Thus, generated by the war, born out of disillusionment and 

frustration, Dada promoted a complete and categorical negation of all aesthetic and social 

values. The emotional tension of the time gave it a far more profound background than that 

of most pre-war artistic movements. Andre Breton, the future surrealist leader and a member 

of Parisian Dada in the early 1920s, thus characterized it: "Cubism was a school of painting, 

futurism a political movement: DADA is a state of mind. [... ] DADA is the free artistic 

thought. "3 [Breton, 1988: 230] 

As a common "state of mind" and a very appealing "free artistic thought", the 

movement quickly gained international importance. In 1917 Marcel Duchamp, Francis 
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Picabia and Man Ray founded a Dada group in New York. In 1918 the Berlin and the 

Cologne groups appeared, whereas in 1919 another German group was formed in Hanover. 

Finally in 1920, the Parisian group emerged uniting most of the artists from various Dada 

centres. Following Janis's opinion, the fact that Dada became "the first internationally 

organized art movement" in the 20t' century was significant, as within its "program of 

destruction" it also "destroyed the limitations of national boundaries in the promulgation of 

art concepts. " [Janis, 1969: 7] In the late 1910s and early 1920s Dada exhibitions were held 

in great numbers everywhere, their noisy and deliberately absurd demonstrations inspiring 

quite a few directions in the forthcoming avant-garde art development throughout the world. 

However, when Dada emerged in Zürich in 1916, it was primarily a literary 

movement, its only artist being Hans Arp. Naturally, the group found the main object of its 

constant attack in the language, which, according to the dadaists, reflected the logic and 

organized the structure of the society. As such, it had to be destroyed in order to undermine 

the very basis of the `rotten' world. Playing with words, substituting one for another, the 

dadaists ̀ exploded' the logical language system and let it create an absurd space dominated 

by the "dictatorship of the mind" 4 In Dada manifesto on feeble love and bitter love (Dada 

manifeste sur I'amour faible et 1'amour amer) (1920) Tzara reveals his great secret in a 

phrase that became a motto for many generations of avant-garde artists: "The thought is 

made in the mouth". 5 [Tzara, 1996: 226] The importance of the definition lies in Tzara's 

turning upside down the usual order of creation. He claims that meaning does not precede its 

artistic expression, as known from logic and realism, but, on the contrary, is born as a result 

of such expression and, thus, cannot be predicted by the artist himself. 

This approach was used by dadaist visual artists when they created their collages of 
different, often totally unpredictable, materials. Existence could be perceived only 

fragmentarily: there was nothing definite or stable that preceded any particular moment or 

followed it; there was no connection between particles of the universe. Such a world outlook 

seems to be the primary reason for the methodical and complete destruction of the very 

concept of narrative that can be observed in any Dada creation, independently of the medium 

it is expressed in. 

Moreover, in accordance with the Dada philosophy, existence was considered 

absolutely chaotic, multiple and simultaneous within any single moment of time. In "the 

verbal cacophonys6 that characterized dadaist performances, everyone was free to find what 

only he or she could feel at any particular instant. Simultaneousness also revealed itself in 
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the verbal collage (collage verbal) made up of long enumerations of unrelated objects, 

which was not a purely Dada invention, as it was much used in the avant-garde before, by 

Apollinaire among others. A similar technique implied juxtaposing unrelated fragments of 
different conversations in a close context. 

Virtually all language levels received a close attention from the dadaists, who were 

quite systematic as a destructive force. Thus, the innumerable repetitions of provocative 

statements, duplications of words and syllables (starting from the very name of the 

movement) and so on made the reader feel the utter emptiness of the words and the total 

impossibility of getting any message from the text. At the same time, such artistic devices 

created a kind of rhythm that represented the primitive forces of nature revolting against 

civilization. 

Primitivism and rhythm also entered Tzara's texts in the form of African languages, 

which performed an additional function of annoying the European audience by their 

unknown and incomprehensible sounding. Interestingly, rhythm seems to be one of the 

crucial features of the early experimental cinema, which, working on its own unique 
language, tried, for instance, to involve in its structure `foreign' devices from music and 

poetry. Thus, while undermining the importance of narrative, the dadaists seemed to replace 

it by rhythm. 

The whole range of dadaist techniques deliberately leading to the destruction of 

meaning and coherence, universal absurdity becomes their principal aim, as the Dada leader 

claims: "Dada works as hard as it can to impose idiocy everywhere" .7 
[Tzara, 1996: 231] 

The ways of achieving this idiocy were open practically to anybody, as Tzara's original 

recipe for writing poetry in Dada manifesto on feeble love and bitter love shows quite 

clearly: 

To Make a Dadaist Poem 

Take a newspaper. 
Take scissors. 
Choose in this newspaper an article that has the length 

you are counting to give to your poem. 
Cut the article out. 
Then cut out carefully every word that forms this article 

and put them in a bag. 

Shake gently. 
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Then take each cutting out one after another. 
Copy conscientiously 

in the order they have left the bag. 

The poem will resemble you. 
And here you are an infinitely original writer 

of a charming sensitivity, although not understood 
by the vulgar. 8 [Tzara, 1996: 228] 

There seems to be more to this artistic recipe than just explicit instructions for dadaist 

poetry writing. The way Tzara offers to cut into pieces the verbal text of a newspaper article, 
i. e. a coherent sequence of words, closely resembles the process of film editing. In fact, a 
filmed sequence could be cut into separate shots and reassembled at random in exactly the 

same way, which seems to be something early film experimentalists understood at once. As 

Walter Benjamin noticed it quite rightly, the cinematic medium was, to a certain extent 
dadaist in its nature: "Dadaism tried to create with painting (or literature) the effects that the 

public looks for today in the film". [Hedges, 1983: 113] 

However, despite the fact that "anarchism in art - wholesale, full-scale violation of 

esthetic precepts was their dogma" [Janis, 1969: 6-7], Dada could not help feeding from 

preceding artistic sources. The dadaist philosophy and aesthetic devices to express it were 

undoubtedly born as a result of revolt, yet, as pointed out by the critic, 

While holding in contempt all existing forms of art, they did not hesitate to utilize the 

technique of papier colle as well as compositional ideas from cubism and constructivism. 
Furthermore, like the futurists, they extolled the machine as an esthetic object. [Janis, 1969: 7] 

To elucidate the nature of similarities and differences between Dada and its 

preceding avant-garde context, it seems expedient to take a closer look at cubism which, to a 

certain extent, dominated Parisian experimental art before the advent of dadaism. 

1.3.2. Dada versus Cubism 

The difficulty of distinguishing between similar artistic devices and the way they 

were used by the movements in question lies, among other things, in the fact that cubism 
flourished in France for more than a decade and can hardly be regarded as a static fixed 
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style. It underwent a gradual transformation by means of formal experiment throughout the 

191 Os and "ended with collage - the pasting of various objects to the surface of the canvas. " 

[Martin, 1999: 54] However, the fundamental meaning of cubism could be defined as a 

"revolution in the manner of seeing" [Lawder, 1975: 67], which is quite different from the 

total nihilism and absurdity of Dada. 

It is true that objects depicted by the cubist artists seem to have lost their realistic 
look almost completely. The cubists were far more concerned with the way they could see 

objects from an unusual point of view, analyzing and expressing the new vision by means of 

artistic devices they adopted. At the same time, these experimentalists were quite aware of 

the very concept of realism they were undermining by their art. Fernand Leger, one of the 

major cubist artists, put forward the idea of new realism (nouveau realisme), implying that 

"every effort should be concentrated on bringing out the values of the object. " [Leger, 1997: 

26] 

Thus, the main cubist goal seems to have been to discover the hidden qualities of the 

object and try to render them in its artistic representation. Only in that case could the artwork 

be called truly `realistic' in Leger's view, since he considered realism to be "the event of 

objectivity as a very new contemporary value. " [Leger, 1997: 26] Consequently, even the 

choice of objects for representation in cubist painting was, to a certain extent, defined by this 

approach. A specialist on cubism, Standish Lawder, points out that 

To focus their attention on this new process of vision, the Cubists deliberately used a subject 

matter devoid of emotional or intellectually associative values, and hence the most neutral and 

familiar objects were chosen. [Lawder, 1975: 67] 

In this connection a very important definition of objectivity is offered by Leger, who 

sees it as a "display of familiar objects in an unfamiliar way. " [Leger, 1997: 26] Such a view 

immediately recalls the main concept of Russian Formalist theory known as 
defamiliarization (ostranenie), which implies making familiar objects look strange in an 

unusual context. The whole generation of artists whose world outlook was influenced by the 

shock of the First World War tried to reflect a sense of wonder at the world in their 

creations. The chaotic and fast movement of life around them suggested that the most 

relevant way to do it would be to isolate details and deprive them of their familiar context, 
by making enlargements and choosing unusual angles. 
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Such discoveries could not but appeal to the new mechanical media, photography and 

cinema, whose very nature came along with the achievements of cubism in its revolution of 

vision. Photographers defined the `true role' of their creative activities as "finding a new 

meaning for each object, to invest it with some miraculous power. " [Molderings, 1982: 14] 

In order to do this, they had to separate the object from the world, consider it as a unity on its 

own and render "that which is familiar, strange. " [Molderings, 1982: 14] 

Cinema with its movement seemed to offer artists an even greater potential for 

defamiliarizing the controversial world, thus making its representation more `objective', 

more adequate to its contemporary chaotic essence. Again, cubists were among the first to 

realize this potential: 

The cinema of the future is there, too, in the personification of the enlarged detail, the 

individualization of the fragment, where the drama is tied, situated, agitated. The cinema competes in 

this respect with life. The hand is a multiple transformable object. Before I saw it in the cinema, I did 

not know what the hand was! The object on its own is capable to become an absolute, moving, tragic 

thing. 9 [Leger, 1997: 109] 

However, defamiliarization was not the only concept the cubists seem to have made 

use of in their artistic experiments. As another thinker puts it, 

Fundamental to that experimentation was awareness of the conventional character of visual 

representation -a recognition that painting did not imitate the visual world, but represented it 

through conventions and devices, such as perspective and modelling, in ways analogous to language, 

and that it could only be modern if this linguistic character were explicitly acknowledged. 
[Cottington, 2001: 11] 

The parallel between painting and the language system necessarily brings in 

semiology, which allows a further comparison between the cubist and the Dada 

philosophies. The cubists were undoubtedly aware of the sign's arbitrary nature, rightly 

considering that, like words in a text, what their artistic devices meant depended on the 

context they were put in. In cubist art no obligatory relation between the visual image and its 

referent in the real world was recognized. However radical and experimental the cubist art 

was, it still preserved some sort of meaning, as opposed to the attempt of its complete 

destruction in the art of Dada. While Dada art was concerned with "undoing dominant sign 
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systems in an attempt to return social and cultural meaning construction to a "zero state" 
[White, 1984: 38], the cubists maintained that signs originally deprived of a fixed meaning 

could acquire some when positioned in relation to each other within a closed artistic system. 

This difference between the two movements has its historical reasons. Cubism 

appeared before the First World War and, hence, was far more positive than the desperate 

and aggressive Dada. Even the use of one and the same collage technique can reveal this 

fundamental discrepancy between them quite distinctly. In the cubist collage, neither the use 

of contrast and juxtaposition, nor the element of surprise introduced by these devices 

disguises the fact that the artist strives to produce a harmonious whole from miscellaneous 

elements, allowing each of them to play their part under his control only. In dadaist collages, 

on the other hand, no attempt to reassemble the elements and give them any meaning 

whatsoever can be traced. The American specialist in Dada and surrealist literature and art, 
J. H. Matthews, thus characterizes the difference between the cubist and the dadaist versions 

of this artistic technique: 

If the Cubist collage incorporates non-pictorial elements, it is with a definite assimilative 

process in mind. [... ] The Dadaist chooses materials at random, and juxtaposes them without trying 

to establish or even hint at any relationship. [Matthews, 1965: 26] 

A general historical perspective can offer an even more profound examination and 

proof of an implied search for harmony despite the chaotic surface intrinsic in cubist 

creations. The reduction of the visible world to a state of brightly coloured regular shapes 

and precise mechanical movements was for the cubists an aesthetic goal very similar, in a 

sense, to that of classicism. Indeed, as another critic remarks, 

Leger's transformation of the multiple data of reality into a style that emulates the serene and 

unerring perfection of the machine suggests a reassertion of the viewpoint of French Classicism in 

terms of the unique experiences of our century. [Rosenblum, 1976: 136] 

This view seems to be supported by a specialist in cubist art, Christopher Green, who 

claims that the classicist heritage was, indeed, significant for the late stages of cubism: 

The dominant French nationalist theme of a return to the discipline and order of Classicism 
indeed penetrated the Cubism that emerged from the war at the turn of 1918-19. [Green, 1987: 20] 
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The historical evidence even suggests that the same tendency could be traced in the 

French cultural context at a very serious social level almost a decade earlier. According to 

the literary historian Michel Decaudin, "a national literature, a renaissance of classicism; 
from 1908 to 1911 these notions were passionately debated everywhere". [Cottington, 2001: 

32] A return to the principles of the "classical culture of the century of Louis XIV" was 

required to restore the order and rescue France "from the disastrous consequences of the 
Revolution. " [Cottington, 2001: 32] It can be, thus, suggested that cubism, which had come 
into existence and gained popularity in France in the first decade of the 20`x' century, owed 

quite a lot to the cultural and political atmosphere of the time. 

The `classical bias' of cubism may well account for the fact that, although 
simultaneity and contrast were crucial for the cubist artists, these devices had a 
fundamentally different function in their works, as compared to those of Dada. For Leger 

and his fellow artists there existed a certain goal in their creative search. The purified shapes 

and unnaturally bright poster colours of the modem world, the impersonality and anonymity 

of mass production that dominated it were admired and celebrated by the cubists. They 

found a rich harmony in the very aspects of the contemporary industrial society that were 
disqualified by the war in the eyes of the dadaists. Mechanical reproduction, incorporated in 

the visual culture with the significant help of the new media, led to a major shift in the 

historical development of art, namely the justification of abstraction. The cubist Leger was 

among the first to verbalize this: 

Modern man lives more and more in a predominantly geometrical order. All human creations 

which are mechanical and industrial are dependent on geometrical conceptions. [Cassou, Leymaire, 

1973: 46] 

The cubists' fundamentally positive attitude to machinery seems to have been one of 

the links between their painting and the newly emerging mechanical media. This mutual 

acceptance, on the one hand, helped photography and cinema to find and secure their place 
in the contemporary art world by means of exploiting certain achievements of cubist 

painting. On the other, it inspired some cubists to explore the artistic potential of the 

mechanical media. The fact that for Leger the machine was not "the devilish monster 
denounced by the Dadaists and Surrealists, but a historical, functional instrument of modem 
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society" [Cassou, Leymaire, 1973: 46] does not fail to show itself in his cinematic 

experiments, different from works accomplished by Dada and surrealist artists. 

1.3.3. Dada versus Surrealism 

If cubism preceded Dada historically, surrealism followed it and, in a way, grew 

from it. The relations between Dada and surrealism to a large extent reflected personal 

contradictions between their leaders. In fact, the Dada doctrine was gradually oppressed and 

annihilated by Andre Breton, the `Pope of Surrealism', who at the beginning of the 1920s 

was no longer satisfied with either the dadaist philosophy of total absurdity and destruction, 

or the lack of direction in Tzara's personal proclamations. 
At that time the shock of the war was already slowly sinking into the past and, in the 

view of Breton and his followers, modem art had to look for new, constructive approaches. 

Promulgating the concept of poetry (poesie) as containing the true essence of art and life 

itself, the leader of the freshly established surrealist movement announced: "One knows now 

that poetry must lead somewhere". 10 [Breton, 1988: 233] The starting point for the surrealist 

journey into the unknown was the dadaist spontaneity and absence of any rational control in 

creation, both of which became the basis of automatic writing (ecriture automatique), the 

founding concept of surrealism at the early stages of its development. 

However, as opposed to Dada, the surrealists did not view their destruction of pre- 

established social and artistic norms as an end in itself. For them it was simply a fresh start 

in their search for the so-called surreality (surrealite'), which they understood as the highest 

form of reality where all the opposites met. Somewhat later Breton would introduce in his 

theory the concept of surrealist point (point surrealiste), stating in The Second Manifesto of 

Surrealism (Le Second manifeste du surrealisme) (1930): 

Everything leads to believe that there exists a certain point of mind where life and death, the 

real and the imaginary, the past and the future, the communicable and the incommunicable, the high 

and the low stop being perceived as contradictory. ' 1 [Breton, 1988: 781 ] 

Unlike Dada with its rejection of history and civilization as they were, surrealism 

accepted Freud's theory of the subconscious as a scientific basis for art and started looking 
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for predecessors in history, thus, trying to incorporate itself into the linear development of 

the world artistic thought. 

On the surface, the illogical nature of Dada and surrealist creations can suggest a 

very close similarity between them, but it is a major difference in their attitudes towards the 

absurd that draws a clear line of distinction between the two movements. Dada enjoyed the 

absurd for its own sake, ̀ exploding' the structure of their contemporary society and asserting 

the total meaninglessness of its values, whereas surrealism studied and used the absurd in its 

search for the true essence of the world. If Dada entered the history as "a state of mind" and 

"the free artistic thought", surrealism was "in part a semi-scientific attempt to explore and 

"chart" the unknown realms of the subconscious. " [Peterson, 1971: 79] 

This `semi-scientific' approach to the subconscious allowed the surrealists to re- 

evaluate the art of primitive societies, as well as representations of the world created by 

children and mad people. Such `marginal' human beings were, as the surrealist theory 

maintained, the really `normal' people whose subconscious was not `amputated' by the 

necessity to obey the `civilized' social norms. In the opinion of Breton and his followers, the 

"so-called normal people" 12 could not transgress the borders of the rational and, thus, could 

not reach the surreality, as it required a perfect balance between the conscious and the 

subconscious, the rational and the irrational. 

By the same token, the socially `abnormal' people, being truly free, could express 

their accomplished selves in complex collages that consisted of signs belonging to different 

sign systems. According to the observations of an art historian, the insane often represent 

graphically their verbal, visual and auditory impressions. Delineating the contours of an 

image, they fill "its interior with words. " [Samaltanos, 1984: 95] This creative process and 

its results can be compared with what Apollinaire did in his already mentioned 

Calligrammes, the more so that the surrealists respected the poet immensely, admitting that 

the coinage of the very term surrealism belonged to him. 

The surrealist image, whether verbal or visual, possesses quite a distinct structure, 

comprising a number of stages and functions. One of the leading British specialists in 

surrealist art thus describes the order in which a surrealist image was created: 

First, by juxtaposing elements which reason would deem to be irreconcilable, it disrupted 

conventional expectations. [... ] Secondly, it marked the beginning of an exploration into the 

unknown and was not, as in traditional art, the end product of the aesthetic imagination which tried to 
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create a thing of beauty or to illustrate a thought or a perception. It was a record of a journey into the 

interior, to the no-man's land beyond the frontiers of the familiar and of commonsense. [... ] Finally, 

the Surrealist image was a revelation of the subtle net of correspondences which linked the individual 

psyche to forces operating in the external world. [Short, 1997: 87-91] 

This detailed and accurate account shows rather clearly that in the process of creating 

a surrealist image only the first stage was inherited from the art of Dada. However, even here 

the surrealists were more methodical and `scientific' than their predecessors, attempting to 

merge the supposedly incompatible objects within one representational form. 

From the very start of surrealism Breton believed that the poetical power of an image 

was in direct proportion to the discrepancy between the entities it brought together. The view 

partly originated from the surrealist beauty ideal as reflected in the famous citation from 

Comte de Lautreamont "beautiful like a chance meeting on a dissection table of a sewing- 

machine and an umbrella. " 13 On the other hand, the theory of the surrealist image relied 

upon the ideas of Breton's elder contemporary poet Pierre Reverdy, who treated the image as 

a "pure creation of mind" 14 resulting from "bringing together two more or less distant 

realities". 15 [Breton, 1988: 324] 

It is worth noting that Reverdy himself was quite aware of the relevance that his 

ideas had for the new cinematic medium. He praised some films in his articles precisely for 

their elementary montage that resulted in the concrete juxtaposition of distant realities on the 

screen. Their combination had a surprise potential for the spectator. As Linda Williams, the 

author of a substantial study of surrealist film, puts it, "because he does understand the 

structural potential for surprise [... ], Reverdy sees good reason for modem poets to look to 

the film for the further development of his own poetic aims. " [Williams, 1981: 4] 

Having brought together incompatible elements of visible reality, a surrealist artist 

and his spectator would then embark on a journey into the depths of their subconscious in 

search for a possible meaning that could hardly be explained logically, but only perceived 

irrationally. What seems extremely important with the surrealists is that the message of their 

works has to be sought beyond them, beyond the elements they are made of: 

Whether visual or verbal, what most interests Breton is not the medium in which the static 

image can be captured but the possibility of developing it in time as a succession of illogically 

evolving images. [Williams, 1981: 13] 
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If any meaning can be discovered in surrealist art, it lies in the correspondences 

between objects and images, in the very passage from one state to another that the surrealist 

objective chance (hasard objectij) happens to cease for a moment. However, in order to 

accentuate this moment of metamorphose, the surrealist artists had to make the initial and 

final stages of the transformation more or less recognizable, which enables critics to assert 

that 

The Surrealists' expansion of the poetic image into the realm of the visual arts resulted in 

readoption of conventions of figural art abandoned by Cubism. Recognizable objects were once 

again given a certain existence in space. [Williams, 1981: 12] 

At the same time, these objects often presented in themselves composite or strangely 

deformed shapes, due to the on-going surrealist transformation of the world. Consequently, 

although the surrealist image appears to create the illusion of real space by means of 

"meticulously drawn (Magritte) or even photographed (Man Ray)" objects, what it always 

stays is "simply the space of an encounter and never the illusion of a previously existing 

place. " [Williams, 1981: 12] 

It is this very feature of the surrealist philosophy that seems to explain the interest its 

followers started to show in the cinematic medium. A filmed sequence allowed to witness 

and experience in the best possible way the very merging of images into one another, 

resembling a dream and demonstrating the questionable nature of borders between 

supposedly opposite objects and states. In Jean Epstein's words, "cinema is the most 

powerful means of poetry, the most real means of the unreal, of the "surreal", as Apollinaire 

would have said. " 16 [Epstein, 1974: 142] 

The difference between the aesthetical doctrines thus being roughly established, the 

following chapter will explore further their reflections in the 1920s cinematic experiment in 

Paris, as well as briefly outline their role in the emergence of installation art. 

1 la crise de conscience 
2 Dada fut une declaration de guerre ä la guerre. [... ] Les cinq dada avaient l'audace de fourrer leur nez partout: 
en politique, en Strategie, en litterature, en peinture, en musique, et leur stupidite etait voulue. Elle avait pour 
but de deranger la guerre. Pour eux, tout etait use, fini, bon ä mettre aux ordures. 
3 Le cubisme fut une ecole de peinture, le futurisme un mouvement politique: DADA est un etat d'esprit. [... ] 
DADA, c'est la libre pensee artistique. 
4 dictature de ('esprit 
s La pensee se fait dans la bouche. 
6 la cacophonie verbale 
7 Dada travaille avec toutes ses forces ä l'instauration de ('idiot partout. 
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Pour faire un poeme dadaiste 
Prenez un journal. 
Prenez des ciseaux. 
Choisissez dans ce journal un article ayant la longuer 
que vous comptez donner a votre poeme. 
Decoupez Particle. 
Decoupez ensuite aver coin chacun des mots qui forment cet article 
et mettez-les dans un sac. 
Agitez doucement. 
Sortez ensuite chaque coupure l'une apres l'autre. 
Copiez consciencicusement 
dans l'ordre oü elles ont quitte le sac. 
Le poeme vous ressemblera. 
Et vous voila un ecrivain infiniment original et 
d'une sensibilite charmante, encore qu'incomprise 
du vulgaire. 
9 Le cinema de l'avenir est lä aussi, vers la personnification du detail gross!, l'individualisation du fragment, 

oü le drame se noue, se situe, s'agite. Le cinema concourt ä ce respect de la vie. La main est un objet multiple, 
transformable. Avant de l'avoir vue au cinema, je ne savais pas ce que c'etait que la main! Lobjet par lui- 
meme est capable de devenir une chose absolue, emouvante, tragique. 
10 On sait maintenant que la poesie doit mener quelque part. 
11 Tout porte ä croire qu'iI existe un certain point de 1'esprit d'oü la vie et la mort, le reel et I'imaginaire, le 
passe et le futur, le communicable et l'incommunicable, le haut et le bas cessent d'etre percus 
contradictoirement. 
12 les gens dit normaux 
13 beau comme la rencontre fortuite sur une table de dissection d'une machine ä coudre et d'un parapluie 
14 creation pure de 1'esprit 
IS rapprochement de deux realites plus ou moins eloignees 
16 le cinema est le plus puissant moyen de poesie, le plus reel moyen de l'irreel, du "surreel" comme aurait dit 
Apollinaire 
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1.4.1920s Experimental Cinema versus Parisian Avant-Garde 

By the middle of the 1920s mainstream cinema had already established itself rather 
firmly in the domain of realism and narrativity. At the same time the contemporary avant- 

garde artists and critics could not fail to see that the cinematic medium had a much stronger 

and far-reaching potential and thus urged for experiment and change. In particular, they 

highlighted the appeal the concept of dream had for the future of cinema. 
One would largely agree with Linda Williams who claims that "to a very large extent 

the development of the aesthetics of Surrealist film grows out of the model of the dream. " 

[Williams, 1981: 14] Numerous dream accounts that constituted surrealist literature seem to 

speak for themselves illustrating the group's "interest in this form of access to the 

unconscious. " [Williams, 1981: 14] They are also supported by various testimonials of its 

members, who see the cinema as "a marvelous mode for expressing dreams". [Matthews, 

1971: 9-10] Thus, one of the earliest Breton's supporters, the poet Philippe Soupault, claims 

that the cinema was "an immense discovery" at the moment surrealism emerged, since the 

film could "propose extraordinary possibilities for expressing, transfiguring, and realizing 
dreams. " [Matthews, 1971: 9-10] 

Apart from being experienced in similar conditions, i. e. "in darkened rooms in which 
the dreamer or spectator passively perceives, identifies with, and believes in a flow of 

images that appear real but have no corporeal existence" [Williams, 1981: 15], films and 

dreams attribute a symbolic sense to everyday objects. This was pointed out by Jean Epstein, 

who also noted the cinema's striking ability to upset the natural laws of space and time in a 

very similar manner to that of dreams: 

Just like the film, the dream magnifies, isolates representative details, puts them in the 

foreground of attention which they occupy completely. Just like the dream, the film can unwind its 

own time, capable to differ largely from the time of exterior life, to be slower or faster than the 

latter. ' [Epstein, 1974: 256] 

Notably, the concept of dream per se gains a major importance in the European art of 
the 1920s. As formulated by a social historian, 
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The dream becomes the paradigm of the whole world-picture, in which reality and unreality, 

logic and fantasy, the banality and sublimation of existence, form an indissoluble and inexplicable 

unity. [Hauser, 1962: 224] 

The above certainly comes very close to Breton's idea of a surrealist point and 

explains why film turned out to be an ideal means to reach surreality. Jean Goudal, who did 

not belong to the movement himself and thus could judge the relation between surrealism 

and the cinema from a more impartial perspective, points out that "surreality presents a 

domain actually indicated to cinema by its very technique. " [Goudal, 1925: 53] To clarify 

his idea, Goudal asserts that "the cinema constitutes a conscious hallucination" and makes 

use of the "fusion of dream consciousness which Surrealism would like to see realized in the 

literary domain. " [Goudal, 1925: 52] 

Being a "conscious hallucination", cinema personified, in a sense, the surrealist point 

where the logical and the illogical, the science and the magic, the real and the unreal seemed 

to coincide completely. In Goudal's view, both surrealism and cinema could benefit a lot 

from this cooperation. He suggested that filmmakers should open up their art "to the 

unexplored regions of the dream" whose "three essential characteristics" were "the visual, 

the illogical and the pervasive. " [Goudal, 1925: 54] 

One of the most important 20`' century philosophers reflecting on the history of 

cinema, Gilles Deleuze, remarks that "European cinema at an early stage confronted a group 

of phenomena; amnesia, hypnosis, hallucination, madness, the vision of the dying, and 

especially nightmare and dream. " [Deleuze, 1994: 55] In a way, it was a manner for 

European filmmakers to break with the American cinema's fascination with the "action" and 

its limitations. Simultaneously, it brought them closer to understanding the concept of time 

by means of uniting image, thought and camera "in a single `automatic subjectivity', in 

contrast to the over-objective conception of the Americans. " [Deleuze, 1994: 55] 

The semiotics of the dream, mainly in the form of Freudian condensation and 
displacement structures, provides an important source of inspiration for surrealist cinema. 

The surrealists create their films by challenging the conventions of cinematic language, 

"usually venturing well beyond the customary boundaries of realism and narrative. " 

[Drummond, 1994: v-vi] Thus, Bufluel's and Dali's Un Chien andalou (An Andalusian Dog) 

is one of the most successful cinematic attempts to recreate the dream experience. L'Age 
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d 'or (The Golden Age), on the other hand, is closer to collage novels in its principles of 

composition and largely relies on myth in its content. 

Myth, a formal device that transcends the limitations of space and time, as well as 
those of rational thought, became a way of "organizing and synthesizing surrealist beliefs 

within a recognizable set of symbols. " [Chadwick, 1980: 9] Importantly, Breton, the leader 

of the movement treated cinema as a place where the "only absolutely modem mystery is 

celebrated" and claimed that he went to the movies "the way others go to church. " [Breton, 

1951: 82] 

Paralleling the religious experience with that of cinema going, the surrealists were 

also seriously preoccupied with the `occult science' of alchemy in their art. Alchemy 

provided a metaphor for surrealist poetics, as it offered an analogy to a new dimension, a 

"qualitative jump of perception similar to the alchemist's aspirations to create gold out of 

`base' materials. " [Hedges, 1983: xx] In this respect, cinema was offering earlier unknown 

tools and devices. Antonin Artaud, one of the most ardent followers of the alchemist 

doctrine, claims that "essentially the cinema reveals a whole occult life with which it puts us 

directly into contact. " [Artaud, 1930: 114] As the human mind moves beyond the power of 

representation, the sort of virtual power rendered by the images looks for earlier "unused 

possibilities in the depths of the mind. " [Artaud, 1930: 113] 

The surrealists' interest in dreams was also to an extent supported by the 

extraordinary abilities of some of the movement's members. Thus, Robert Desnos and Rene 

Crevel could enter a certain semiconscious state, similar to a dream, and create beautiful 

lines of poetry through free associations. Desnos also was, along with Antonin Artaud, the 

surrealists' chief spokesman on cinema, writing articles and film reviews, in which he 

"likened the movies to a dream experience". [Kovacs, 1980: 251] Disapproving of films 

based on plays and novels and asserting that "scenarios had to be written directly for films", 

Desnos, however, did not "automatically approve of [... ] intrinsically cinematographic 

techniques". His primary expectation of a good film was that it "had to have power, lyricism, 

humor, or mystery. " [Kovacs, 1980: 56] 

Although the surrealist scenarios were quite numerous, only few were made into 

films, due to the complexity of filmmaking and the lack of professionalism among the 

members of the movement, who were primarily writers and painters. Later in his life Breton 

retrospectively admitted that the surrealists had only made "parsimonious use" of cinema. 
[Breton, 1951: 42-45] Critics tend to agree with this assessment. Thus, for example, for 
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Marguerite Bonnet, "the whole history of Surrealism's relation with cinema is, in reality, 

that of a great hope betrayed" [Kovacs, 1980: 83], whereas for Alain and Odette Virmaux it 

was "a failed convergence. " [Virmaux, 1976: 31] Another reason for the surrealist 
filmmakers to abandon their experiments was, as Man Ray put it, the fact that the cinema 
became "essentially a bank operation. " [Bouhours, 1997: 173] 

Still, relations between surrealism and film have been given quite a significant 
attention in critical studies. While cubism only approached cinema in its outlook, 

unknowingly supplying the young medium with certain artistic devices, and Dada artists 

were among the first to start using cinema actively to pursue their artistic aims, the 

surrealists had the chance to go much further. By the time their movement emerged, there 

were already some cinematic achievements around, both in popular and experimental 

cinema. 

Consequently, surrealism actively exploited intertextuality in film and even used 
some newly coined cinematic devices in its literature and fine arts, thus marking the start of 

the reversal influence that the young medium exercised on its artistic sources. According to 

numerous historical accounts, cinema-going was an extremely popular activity among the 

future members of the surrealist movement, even before they were gathered under the 

banners of Breton's theory. Thus, Linda Williams claims: 

As early as 1917-1918, in an initial burst of cinematic enthusiasm that had no issue in actual 
filmic production, the pre-Surrealist theory of the image was already drawing upon the existing 

conventions of this new art form to create the desired surprise. Reverdy, Soupault, Aragon, and 
Apollinaire all point to one basic observation in their tentative exploration of the film medium: that 

the unprecedented realism of the image - its apparent naturalness - need not be used to achieve the 
illusion of reality. [Williams, 1981: 9-10] 

As Breton himself stated later, they saw in the cinema "a lyrical substance simply 
begging to be hauled in en masse, with the aid of chance" and what they valued "most in it, 

to the point of taking no interest in anything else, was its power to disorient. " [Breton, 1951: 

81] 

Viewing films inspired the future surrealists to look for new verbal techniques. In 

1917, Philippe Soupault was already writing `cinematographic poems', in which he used 

such filmic devices as object metamorphoses, sudden disappearances and abrupt changes in 

the flow of poetic discourse. Critics attribute a large importance to such `interdisciplinary' 
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artistic activities. Thus, for example, Anna Balakian points out that "surrealism established a 

closer bond between poetry and the visual arts than had ever before existed. " [Balakian, 

1959: 144] 

The very nature of the first `official' surrealist text The Magnetic Fields (Les Champs 

magnetiques) written by Breton and Soupault in 1919, as well as that of Breton's most 

`automatic' Soluble Fish (Poisson soluble) (1924), is extremely cinematographic. In these 

writings images often flow in almost uninterrupted sequences, dissolving and merging into 

each other as the discourse proceeds. Showing the transformation of realistic objects into 

something totally unexpected, these texts constantly balance between the real and the unreal, 

clearly reminding the reader of the image flow in cinema. According to Linda Williams, 

Poisson soluble does in verbal language what the best Surrealist films would do in images a 

couple of years later: it unites the spatial elements of image and the temporal elements of narrative in 

a discourse that deconstructs the usual function of each. This deconstruction of space and time is 

similar to the use of space and time in the dream. [Williams, 1981: 13] 

Once the movement was inaugurated, the surrealists started to display two radically 
different attitudes towards film per se and the spectator's perception of it. On the one hand, 

they supported popular cinema rather actively, using it as source material and a creative 
impulse for their own art. Popular films were not part of the contemporary bourgeois art, but 

a phenomenon of mass culture, to a great extent despised by the high-brow artistic 

establishment, which appealed to Breton and his followers. According to Rudolf Kuenzli, 

Their favorite films were the very popular serials: Fantömas, Les Vampires, Les Mysteres de 

New York, as well as American films by Charlie Chaplin, Mack Sennett, and Buster Keaton. They 

absolutely rejected avant-garde films of the Impressionists (Louis Delluc, Marcel L'Herbier, Jean 

Epstein) who attempted to create a pure cinematic art. [Kuenzli, 1998: 8] 

As some of the surrealists' own testimonies state, popular film characters, such as 

Fantömas, produced a "strong impression on the wide audience with their sex-appeal, among 

other things" [Kovacs, 1980: 51], stimulating the public's imagination toward the erotic. 

Likening movie going to an erotic experience must have been extremely productive for the 

young surrealists' poetic creativity. Committed to the exploration of psychological and 

generally subjective states, surrealist artists were drawn to the dramatic themes of sexuality 
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and eroticism, especially as they connected to forms of violence and undermined the self- 

censoring society. 

While viewing popular films, the surrealist spectators challenged the bourgeois 

norms and values even further by performing their surrealist acts (actes surrealists) during 

the projection. Thus, they would enter and leave cinema halls at any point of time, speak out 

loud while inside, trying to break the borders between life and art and reach the long- 

searched surreality. Man Ray even made himself special glasses with colourful lenses that 

he could change while watching a film and alternate the very look of the projected work for 

himself. 

However, although they loved popular films and found them extremely inspiring, the 

surrealists were also seriously interested in the cinematic devices, which was not something 

popular cinema could offer in great variety in the 1910s and 1920s. When it came to making 

surrealist films proper, quite a different attitude towards cinema was adopted by Breton's 

group. Creating a montage of incoherent sequences, they aimed to help the spectators 

liberate their repressed irrationality. Therefore, surrealist films demanded a totally passive 

spectator. Mingling all sorts of opposites into one image, merging together the rational and 

the irrational, the truly surrealist cinema almost literally `engulfed' the viewers, made them 

forget where they were. 

Trying to reproduce the world of dreams in their films, the surrealists strove for a 

new cinematic genre. The imitation of dream procedures precisely as experienced by the 

dreamer resulted in the creation of a paradoxically more realistic visual style. This style was 

first and foremost characterized by "a new kind of film content" when the work became "an 

image-generating process of unconscious thought. " [Williams, 1981: 51] 

To succeed in their task, the surrealists needed the audience to identify with the 

familiar world at the beginning of the film. Only when the spectators ̀believed' they were 

shown something ̀ real', did the film gain the power to catch them unexpectedly into the 

complex image net and draw them towards the discovery of their suppressed ̀true selves'. 
The possibility to destroy the symbolic order imposed by the contemporary society offered 
the audience a chance to discover the irrational part of their own selves and re-unite their 

dream world with real life. The screen functioned almost as a "mirror or dream site" 
demonstrating "its potential for transforming the material world. " [Kuenzli, 1998: 91 

Consequently, the surrealists had to choose cinematographic techniques that would allow 

them to disrupt the spectators' symbolic order and let their unconscious break through the 
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limits imposed by the civilization. This is why their films "rely on characters, on narratives, 

on optically realistic effects which hook the viewer into the world portrayed. " [Kuenzli, 

1998: 10] 

Although drawing their principal inspiration not from the dominant conventions of 

Hollywood, but from the variety of other expressive media, most notably modernist poetry 

and painting, the surrealists still made use of the classic cinema. Claiming that abstract film 

had no future, they realized the value of such Hollywood cinema constants as the notion of 

adventure, the psychological and the physical, as well as the lyricism of its comic vision. 

Man Ray claimed that the influence of surrealism on the cinema was inevitable and aimed at 

simultaneously saving it "from the nullity of abstraction and banality of the common sense 

technique. " [Bouhours, 1997: 172] 

This characteristic of surrealist films reveals an important difference between the 

cinematic experiments performed by Breton's followers and those carried out by the 

adherents of Dada. The outcome of such experiments could be predicted by the two different 

attitudes to realism, inherent in Dada and surrealism respectively, which resulted in a 

fundamental difference between their strategies of defamiliarizing the social reality. 

Dada rejects realism from the start, loudly attracting attention to itself only to mock, 

confuse and destroy everything. All "Dada-related" films betray the audience's expectations 

of a conventional narrative, undermining the convention of reality representation in cinema 

and annihilating the spectators' desire to identify with film characters, even when there are 

some. Most Dada films are opposed to the concepts of narrative and realistic psychology in 

their very essence, which creates a distance between the audience and the film from the very 

start. The spectator cannot possibly be deeply disturbed by the films that constantly refer to 

their own artificial nature by demonstrating that the film apparatus is nothing more than an 

illusion-producing machine. Understandably, Rudolf Kuenzli thus characterizes the "Dada- 

related" films: 

Through their cinematic defamiliarization of social reality, they attempt to undermine the 

norms and codes of social conventions, and thus of conventional filmmaking, which has as its goal to 

reproduce that conventionality. [Kuenzli, 1998: 7] 
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Surrealism, on the contrary, embarks from realism, making its films look as real as 

possible for the audience to take things seriously, and then shows that the world is not at all 

what the spectators, with their `amputated' irrationality, thought it was: 

The cinematic apparatus is used by Surrealist filmmakers as a powerful means to realistically 

portray the symbolic order, which they then disrupt with shocking, terrifying images. [Kuenzli, 1998: 

10] 

In other words, the "startling power of the cinematic image" was to be found "not in 

its capacity for imitation but in its capacity to create an alternative reality. " [Williams, 1981: 

9] Such an approach allowed the surrealist filmmakers to rely on the techniques of 

conventional cinematography. The use of narratives, optical realism and characters offered 

them a way to draw the audience into the world of the film, whereas the incoherent and anti- 

narrative structure of Dada films never let the spectator inside the film, constantly distorting 

the familiar reality through cinematic manipulations. 

The avant-garde cinema before surrealism, including that of a Dada-related nature, 

made a considerable use of split screens, superimpositions, jump-cuts and other technical 

devices, because "in non-Surrealist dream representation, distortion of vision is used as the 

sign of a conscious awareness of the strangeness of the dream. " [Williams, 1981: 50] As 

opposed to Dada, the surrealist filmmakers tried to avoid using slow motion, obvious 

photographic distortion and other devices whose realism could be questioned. This can be 

best observed in the two films by Luis Bunuel and Salvador Dali. Following Linda Williams, 

the surrealist equation between the cinema and the dream accounts for the fact that 

"beginning with Un Chien andalou, Surrealist film discovers a visual style that best 

approximates the way in which the Imaginary is experienced rather than the way it appears 

to the logical mind. " [Williams, 1981: 49] 

Moreover, as opposed to some of their contemporaries, who believed that the advent 

of the sound cinema threatened to end the cinematic form per se, most surrealists largely 

welcomed any form of address to the audience's senses. Thus, Man Ray stated clearly that 

he had "always believed in the necessity of a sound accompaniment and, moreover, of 

colour, of relief, of smell, of touch and of taste, of everything that [could] bring [cinema] 

closer to life itself". [Bouhours, 1997: 173] Creating this confusion with reality to produce a 

refreshing effect on it was a strikingly different approach from the one expressed, for 
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example, by Jean Goudal in his Surrealism and Cinema in 1925. He thought that, as far as 

the sound accompaniment was concerned, "the only music that would suit the cinema would 
be a sort of continuous, harmonious, monotonous noise" that would "obdurate the sense of 
hearing in some way for the duration of the show. " [Goudal, 1925: 95] 

This could partly be due to the great importance all avant-garde filmmakers 

attributed to the purely visual nature of the film medium. "The image must be everything, " 

argued Fernand Leger, while Man Ray described his Emak Bakia (1926) as "purely optical, 

made to appeal to the eyes only". [Wees, 1992: 1] Similarly, Antonin Artaud claimed that 

his scenario for La Coquille et le Clergyman (The Seashell and the Clergyman) (1928) was. 

"based on purely visual situations whose action springs from stimuli addressed to the eye 

only. " [Weer, 1992: 1] 

It goes without saying that all cinema is visual in its very essence. However, what 
distinguishes the visual aspect of numerous avant-garde films from their more traditional 

counterparts is the subversion they undertake of the dominant cinema's conventional visual 

tropes. The traditional filmic image is conceived to appear as a familiar continuation of our 

everyday visual world. It does not really challenge the perceptive capacities of the spectator. 
As opposed to it, the avant-garde films' imagery is more bound to evoke provocative, at 

times even painful, perceptions that are treated by the `normal' vision as distractions, 

distortions, illusions or hallucinations. In conventional cinema such visual effects are used 

only to "establish shifts from the normative conscience, such as falling asleep, dream, 

drunkenness, hallucination or the state under drugs. " [Wees, 1991: 13-14] 

In their search for challenging visual techniques, avant-garde filmmakers found a 

number of ways to deal with the persistence of geometric perspective. Thus, for example, the 

murky images in parts of Man Ray's Etoile de mer (1928) were produced with the help of 

special lenses. Another device favoured by experimental film artists, that of superimposition, 

automatically destroys the single, fixed point of view essential to `realistic' representations 

of space. All of these techniques, as well as that of collage and various masks producing 
disproportionate sizes and conflicting points within the same image, make a clear reference 

to Bergson's theory of simultaneity in time. Similarly, the rapid intercutting of simple 
images and movements produces a flattening effect in Ballet mecanique (1924), evoking a 

totally new spatial experience for the audience. In a different way, Duchamp's Anemic 

Cinema (1927) turns depth perception into an optical illusion by "presenting rotating spirals 

that seem to protrude from and recede into the screen itself. " [Wees, 1992: 54] 



75 
Whatever the techniques employed by the early avant-garde filmmakers, there 

always seems to emerge a certain dialectic of eye and camera synthesized in the spectator's 

perception of visual representations. While this is true of any film, only experimental cinema 

places the emphasis on this dialectical process and treats the synthesis as an aesthetic 

problem. The camera and its positioning, the movement and the speed of filming can equally 

be chosen as "principal instruments of perceptive creativity. " [Wees, 1991: 16] Thus, putting 
forward the cinematographic apparatus in one way or another, experimental filmmakers 

encourage the spectator to see the way their camera does. 

In his analysis of the way early Parisian avant-garde filmmakers deal with the visual, 
W. C. Wees quotes Gibson's theory of differentiation between the two concepts 

corresponding to the two ways of seeing, namely that of a "visual field" and that of a "visual 

world". While the "visual field" has a frame, consisting of an oval boundary that marks the 

limits of the eye's visual angle and a definite centre, the "visual world" has no frame and no 
definite centre, being "panoramic" and focused in accordance with the eye's constant 

movement. 

The "visual field" is unstable, changing with every different direction of the look, 

whereas the "visual world" is stable: things stay where they are, no matter how much our 

eyes move about. In the "visual field" three-dimensionality is reduced, since forms "eclipse" 

each other, rather than being in front of each other as they appear in the "visual world. " Most 

importantly, the "visual field" makes the act of perception conscious for the viewer. What 

we see seems less outside of us because we are aware of our special effort to see it. The 

"visual world, " on the other hand, appears totally independent of our act of perceiving it, 

being "simply there. " In Gibson's terms, the "visual field" derives from "our experience- 

when-we-introspect, " and the "visual world" from "our experience-when-we-do-not. " 

[Wees, 1992: 69] 

The metaphor of the ̀ camera-eye' based on the concept of synecdoche shows the eye 

and the camera as parts standing for the whole of their respective visual apparatuses. What 

we see is the result of "complex processes that only begin in the eye and the camera. " [Wees, 

1992: 21] The camera-eye metaphor incarnates the avant-garde obsession with seeing, 

implying its possible satisfaction by cinematic means. This is why the `leitmotif of the eye' 

can be traced throughout the history of avant-garde film, from the close-ups of Kiki's eyes in 

Leger's Ballet mecanique (1924) to the notorious sliced eyeball in Bunuel and Dali's Un 

Chien andalou (1928). 
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In his collection of essays entitled Surrealism and Painting Andre Breton criticizes 

the role of the eye as a passive spectator, claiming it is "not open so long as it limits itself to 

the passive role of a mirror. " [Breton, 1945: 47] He then offers another function for the eye, 

namely that of an active interpreter whose "ultimate function" is to "provide the guiding 

thread between things of the most dissimilar appearance". [Breton, 1945: 48] In surrealism, 

love and sexuality are repeatedly associated with inner vision, which can be traced in the 

persistent eye-imagery, such as The Lovers' Flower drawing made of four intertwined eyes 

produced by Breton's heroine in Nadja, to name but one. Numerous photos showing 

people's eyes open and closed, too, underline the surrealist inversion of blindness and sight, 

"proposing various methods for acceding to true vision. " [Hedges, 1983: 117] 

The recurrent surrealist idea stating that it is necessary to blind oneself to `objective' 

reality in order to gain inner vision appears in Bunuel's and Dali's films as they celebrate the 

heroes' amorous infatuation in the form of blinding. Similarly, the horrifying scene in the 

prologue of Un Chien Andalou is associated with suppression of vision. It always causes a 

repulsive reaction in the audience, even after repeated viewings, when "the eye becomes 

clearly identifiable as that of an animal. " [Wees, 1991: 18] Georges Bataille explains this 

reaction by claiming that we perceive the eye as the symbol of the self, which is why "the 

eye is an object of such uneasiness for us that we could never bite into one. " [Wees, 1991: 

18] 

Alternatively, the eye-image in Leger's Ballet mecanique seems to present in itself 

what Roland Barthes called a "cycle of avatars", where "avatars" are "everyday objects 

enlarged to archetypical status passing one from the other, repeating, transforming and 

interrupting each other. " [Davis, 1988: 2] Thus, the image of a parrot's eye in the middle of 

the film appears in succession with human eyes, round holes in crystal and hollow disk 

centres. Being neither an object, nor a human being, the parrot serves a transitional image 

between the human and the mechanical. Seen in profile, the parrot turns and looks into the 

camera, bows, lowers its head and disappears into a flash of light, followed by an image of a 

circle. 

From the ̀ vision of the eyes closed' to the exploration of the eyes open to the lights, 

colours, textures, forms and movements forming up the perceptive foundations of our visual 

world, the versions of the look registered by the avant-garde filmmakers are endless. The 

technology is rarely used directly to represent only the stable, clearly identifiable objects and 

events in the centre of our visual universe. By going away from the realistic representation 
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and narrative forms, by turning to formal images and structures, the experimental artists 

register "the richest experiences and the largest apprehension of visual perception. " [Wees, 

1991: 18] 

The era of surrealism can be seen as the time there first appeared "a mode of 

sensibility" that "cut across all the arts in the 20th century", being based on the "idea of 

destroying conventional meanings" and "creating new meanings or counter-meanings 

through radical juxtaposition. " [Sontag, 1994: 269] Not surprisingly then this was also one 

of the starting points for the accommodation of installations and performance art inside 

museums. Obviously, both installations and happenings were most suitable cultural 

phenomena to fulfill this task of simultaneous challenge to the conventionality of creative 

process, media, exhibition space and perception. 
The surrealists' liking for the installation can be explained by the fact that it 

"afforded the opportunity to extend the `poetics of the marvelous' into actual space, thereby 

transforming a mundane setting into a Surrealist one. " [Kachur, 2001: 216] Representing in 

themselves the surrealist point where the opposites meet and equalize each other, the works 

installed in the gallery space of surrealist exhibitions were quite complex in their origins, 

intent and meaning. Without a doubt, their very nature aimed to frustrate and annoy the 

spectator, while wittily questioning the definition of art as such. 

In a largely accepted critical opinion, the very essence of early 20th century avant- 

garde art was based on violent transgression of common human logic and dissociation of the 

senses. Thus, Brian O'Doherty speaks about "classic avant-garde hostility" expressing itself 

through "physical discomfort", "excessive noise" and "removing perceptual constants". 

[O'Doherty, 1986: 76] Similarly, Susan Sontag claims that this art was "obviously animated 

by aggression, aggression toward the presumed conventionality of its audience and, above 

all, aggression toward the medium itself. " [Sontag, 1994: 269] The spontaneity and 

ephemeral nature of happening or performance art seem to provide the required level of 

aggression in every respect, which must be why surrealists kept using these art forms traced 

back to the nihilist spirit of Dada. 

It was very much Bertold Brecht's idea of "imposing an uncomfortable and self- 

conscious state on the audience in an attempt to reduce the gap between the two" [Goldberg, 

1996: 162] that surrealists literally exploited during their exhibitions. Even without 

performance accompaniment, in L. Kachur's view, their installations were striving to 

"increasingly activate the viewer's kinesthetic response". Ideally, this response was to result 



78 
in a growing "concern with the object, then with architecture, and finally with installation 

space. " [Kachur, 2001: xv] 
Thus, the key concept arising at this stage already was a completely reviewed attitude 

towards exhibition space: not only did it become part of the artwork, but it also started to 

include the viewer into the `art'. Understandably, the surrealist epoch became the time when 

artists and critics started looking for a relevant vocabulary and framework to describe these 

new artistic environments. One of the main figures involved in both the `production' and 

`definition' process was Marcel Duchamp, a most active 20th century avant-garde 

practitioner and an acute thinker on the nature of the art he and his fellow artists were 

creating. Duchamp's numerous art objects and installations exploited to a great extent the 

idea of audience inclusion in the space of the artwork. Thus, it is not surprising that he is 

largely recognized as a bridge between his own era and contemporary installation art. 

Very much like Duchamp, most late 20`h century experimentalists working in the 

gallery space are highly conscious of their final creations being extensions of their selves. 

This is also reflected in the physical presentation and surroundings of the works, making the 

context crucial: as Brian O'Doherty writes in his essays about the ideology of exhibition 

space, with the maturity of modernism "context becomes content". Nowadays, it is the 

object introduced into the museum space that "frames the gallery and its laws" [O'Doherty, 

1986: 15] and not the other way round, as it largely used to be only a century ago. 

It is certainly ironic that, while much of experimental art, including that of 

installations, is rooted in the anti-museum, anti-institutional attitude, it is museums and 

galleries that are the primary location for it. Not only does this `context art' need an 

institutional surrounding to be seen and recognized as art, but the gallery space actually 

becomes part of the work. Based, among other things, upon the museum's `sculptural space' 

and the tendency towards a greater audience participation in art, installations seem to be 

another step towards involving every aspect of everyday life in the making of an art object. 

De meme que le film, le reve grossit, isole des details representatifs, les produit au premier plan de l'attention 

qu'ils occupent tout entiere. De meme que le reve, le film peut derouler son temps propre, capable de diffbrer 
largement du temps dc la vie extCrieure, d'etre plus lent ou plus rapide que ce dernier. 
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Chapter II. 1920s Parisian Experimental Films versus Video 

Installations: Case Studies 

As has been mentioned before, it was largely the surrealists who started widening 

the experimental horizons in fine arts from an individual art object towards seeing the 

whole white cube of the gallery space as one singular surface. Yet their first exhibitions 

activated mainly the `walls' of that cube rather than the space inside them. Marcel 

Duchamp and Salvador Dali, among others, spent a lot of their creative energy on the 

transformation of the gallery space by means of going into the third dimension, i. e. 

covering the floor with objects, suspending them from the ceiling and so on. That made 

the white cube an actual cube, rather than just a number of neighbouring surfaces, -a 

perception that was to last and develop throughout the 20th century. 
Contemporary experimentalists are, thus, able to rely on a certain history of 

dealing with the entire gallery space. Its poetics has been largely explored by multimedia 
installation artists who "came to dominate the art world in the 1990s. " [Manovich, 2003: 

84] Instead of creating objects that viewers can look at, they literally place the viewer 
inside their art object, i. e. inside the spatial cube of the gallery. Installations using video 

or data projectors turn the whole room into a display or even a set of displays. Moreover, 

artists keep experimenting with the very identity of the gallery: a traditional space of 

aesthetic contemplation, it has often been turned into a "place for play, performance, 

public discussion, lecture, and so on. " [Manovich, 2003: 84] 

Interestingly, as opposed to this ever-changing gallery space, the physical 

parameters of the movie theatre have been relatively fixed throughout its history. Neither 

has the film medium itself undergone any significant transformations, until the arrival of 

the digital. On the whole, gallery has always presented itself as a space of refined high 

taste, while cinema was mainly regarded as mass entertainment, which led to a 

significant difference between what was acceptable in these two exhibition spaces. 

Despite all the experimentation with its nature, gallery was primarily reserved for static 
images, with the exception of happenings and performance art in the middle of the 20`h 

century, while moving images were assigned to the cinema hall. 

Another dividing border between the two venues is that, as opposed to the 

gallery, cinema and theatre, the so called "proscenium arts", normally separate the 

audience and the `art' in the immediate physical space. Although cinema does make a 

step towards the merging of the two spaces and creates an "illusion of breaking with 

reality and approaching the action on the screen" [Morse, 1998: 159], the acceptance of 
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the moving image in the gallery space "goes against the whole paradigm of modern art". 
[Manovich, 2003: 85] 

Lev Manovich's opinion is based not only on the fact that multimedia 
installations combine the high and the low ends of artistic creation, bringing the mass 

entertainment of cinema into the high-brow gallery space, but also on the seeming 

similarity of the "physical interface" between installations and a movie theatre. This 

"interface" presupposes "a dark enclosed or semi-enclosed rectangular space with video 

projector on one end and the projected image on the opposite wall. " [Manovich, 2003: 

85] However, the above definition applies primarily to single-channel video installations 

that are "inevitably more narrative" [Morse, 1998: 162] and come closest to the cinema. 
In the meantime, the genre of multimedia video installations implies a large variety of 
forms, some of which reveal "physical interfaces" quite typical of the gallery. 

What seems to help to clarify the nature of each form at this stage is the concept 

of cinematic montage. Lev Manovich distinguishes between two basic types of it. The 

first, referred to as "temporal", implies that "separate realities form consecutive moments 
in time". [Manovich, 2001: xvii] This is the kind of connection between the frames that 

we are used to in the vast majority of narrative films. As opposed to it, the "montage 

within a shot", which the scholar considers the basis for the more advanced "spatial 

montage", joins together "separate realities that form contingent parts of a single image", 

such as superimposition, multiple screens and so on. [Manovich, 2001: xvii] In his 

attempt to single out the innovation of the digital media era, Manovich insists that, 

although 

twentieth-century film practice has elaborated complex techniques of montage with 
different images replacing each other in time, [... ] the spatial montage of simultaneously 

coexisting images has not been explored systematically. [Manovich, 2001: 323] 

The new media techniques, on the contrary, allow images in such spatial montage 

to remain on the screen throughout the "movie", each new one being juxtaposed not just 

with the image that preceded it, but also with all the other images present on the screen. 
Here the "logic of replacement", characteristic of cinema, is substituted with the "logic of 

addition and coexistence, as time becomes spatialized, distributed over the surface of the 

screen. " [Manovich, 2001: 325] 

Lev Manovich develops his argument by arguing that our visual culture has long 

been characterized by the "existence of another virtual space, another three-dimensional 

world enclosed by a frame and situated inside our normal space. " There are, thus, two 
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absolutely different spaces that "somehow coexist" being separated by the frame. This is 

what, according to the scholar, "defines the screen in the most general sense", or the 

"classical screen", described as "a flat, rectangular surface [... ] intended for frontal 

viewing" that "exists in the space of our body and serves as a window into another 

space. " [Manovich, 1998: 28] 

The above definition evokes the so called "Renaissance window", a concept 

based on the use of perspective in fine arts that was discovered in the Renaissance era 

and implies a possibility to `step through the window' into another world. The idea has 

been exploited by both artists and art critics for centuries now. Unsurprisingly, many 

scholars working with the moving image draw on this tradition and speak about "entering 

the fictional world through the cinematic/computer etc. screen. " [Lister, 2003: 125] Thus, 

tracing the history of the screen as a ̀ border' between two realities, that of an artwork, on 

the one hand, and that of the audience experiencing it, on the other, seems important at 

this stage of the project. The frame and the surface, constituting the edge between the real 

and the virtual worlds, are the issues to be addressed in particular. 
Chronologically speaking, the physical picture frame dates back to approximately 

the fifteenth century, when paintings began to shift from being literally parts of walls to 

becoming smaller, often domestic, objects. Regarded as such, they are located in the 

same physical world as the viewer. However, when it comes to their imagery, there is no 

suggestion that the space within the picture can be continuous with the space outside it. 

According to Brian O'Doherty, "this suggestion is made only sporadically through the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as atmosphere and color eat away at the perspective. " 

[O'Doherty, 1986: 19] 

Such absence of continuation between the two spaces is largely due to the 

difference in their scales. Lev Manovich argues that even the proportions of artistic 

representation have not changed in five centuries, which allows him to apply the concept 

of screen equally to a Renaissance painting and a modem computer display. [Manovich, 

1998: 28] The fact that the concept of spatial frame can be applied to a wide spectrum of 

cultural phenomena, from the edges of the cinema or TV screen to the proscenium arch 

of the theatre, seems to support this view. 
The `reality' of art can also be limited by temporal frames, such as, for example, 

"the occasions for telling stories in the communities of oral cultures, the serialised 

narration of drama on the radio or TV" [Lister, 2003: 136], carnivals and festivals. Thus, 

in its widest possible sense, the very concept of the frame presupposes the separation of 

the fictional, rehearsed or imagined from everyday physical and social reality. 

Characteristically, when it comes to the art of installations, both the spatial and the 
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temporal frames are important, as "you have to be present in an institution, at an 

appropriate time to experience it. " [Lister, 2003: 136] 

At the end of the 19`h century, the temporal aspect per se becomes particularly 
important with the emergence of a new type of screen, which Manovich refers to as the 

"dynamic screen". [Manovich, 1998: 29] Keeping all the physical properties of the 

"classical screen", it can display an image changing over time, namely that of cinema, 

television or video. This change brings about a new type of relationship between the 

screen and the audience, as the screen strives for complete illusion, urging the viewer to 

identify with the image. The audience are, thus, supposed to concentrate on the 

representation in the `window', disregarding the physical space outside them. As the 

border between the realities is constructed not only by the frame, but also by the surface, 

there is an essential difference between seeing the surface in the "classical screen" and 
looking `through' it in the "dynamic" one. 

Thus, the transparence of the "dynamic screen" offers to the audience an almost 
fully identifiable fictional world, suggesting that the cinematic could be a physical 

experience in the context of their real life. As Malcolm Le Grice puts it, there is an 

"extending uncertainty about the stability of symbolic systems brought about by works 

where the symbolic meaning is in flux". [Le Grice, 2001: 278] Watching the image on 

the screen change, spectators realize that the interpretation of the assumed real world is 

similarly unstable. In the meantime, the cinematic screen itself "becomes the medium for 

variations" [Deleuze, 1994: 200], where "the absence of image" on a black or white 

screen can have a decisive importance. These blank screens "no longer have a simple 

function of punctuation, but enter into a dialectical relation between the image and its 

absence, and assume a properly structural value. " [Deleuze, 1994: 200] 

On the whole, the viewing regime based on the identification of the viewer with 

the screen image reaches its culmination in cinema. It should not be forgotten, however, 

that it only works with the moving imagery completely filling up the screen. Lev 

Manovich reminds us how annoying it can be when the projected image in the movie 

theatre does not fully coincide with the screen's edges, as "it disrupts the illusion, making 

us conscious of what exists outside the representation. " [Manovich, 1998: 28] Also, the 

cinema hall is normally darkened during the projection, which already `erases' to an 

extent the `border' between the two spaces in the spectators' perception, as opposed to 

the brightly lit gallery where the frame can be clearly seen. 
This cinematic viewing regime has recently been challenged by the arrival of the 

computer screen, or the "screen of real time" [Manovich, 1998: 31], the third stage in 

Manovich's classification. Rather than showing a single image, this advanced version 
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typically displays a number of coexisting windows, disrupting, thus, the viewing regime 

of the "dynamic" screen. This "disappearance of the screen" by means of "splitting into 

many windows in window interface" allows the scholar to recognize it as a new cultural 

category and "begin to trace its history. " [Manovich, 2001: 97-98] 

However, at this point Manovich's approach is challenged by other researchers. 

Thus, for example, E. Duggan claims that modern television sets are able to function 

literally like computers, i. e. reveal on their screens several windows at the same time, as 

well as allow the viewer interactivity, the use of Internet and so on. This makes 
Manovich's distinction between the television and the computer screens unsafe, 

according to Duggan. [Duggan, 2004] With due respect to the criticism, it can be 

suggested that, including the TV screen into the "dynamic screen" category, Manovich 

considers it in its initial, non-digital form. 

When it does come to the digital stage, the screen almost disappears in virtual 

reality, as the images completely fill our visual field. The viewer is no longer looking at a 

rectangular flat surface acting as a window into another space. He or she is now fully 

situated within this `other space', or, more precisely, the "two spaces, the real, physical 

space and the virtual simulated space, coincide. " [Manovich, 1998: 29] This merging of 

the two spaces in one uncertain reality is largely based on the interactivity between them. 

If the "classical screen" permanently displays a fixed static image and the "dynamic 

screen" offers a moving image of the past, the "real-time" computer screen shows the 

present. Still, all three types of screen can be united into an uninterrupted tradition based 

on a certain relationship between the space of the viewer and the space of representation, 

with the frame being a more or less stable ̀ border' between them, 

Another issue that has to be addressed in connection with the screen is the 

mobility of the viewer's look and body in each of three cases. The "classical screen" of 

painting presupposes a fixed image, but a relatively mobile viewer's body. In cinema the 

mobility of image is balanced by the immobility of the audience, although at the 

beginning of the cinematic age there was a space between the screen and the spectators, 

where they could move keeping a distance between themselves and the action on the 

screen. It was only later that they were "forced inside the space of the movie" [Manovich, 

1998: 38] by means of identification. This chapter will examine 1920s filmic texts in 

which Manovich's distance described above should have been still present. However the 

artistic interests of the creators of the films in question meant that they all were intent on 
breaking the frame and destroying the comfort of the spectator. All used disorientating 

editing, camera angles and subjects in order to produce this effect. All therefore can be 

said to have influenced video installations. 
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2.1. Fernand Leger and Ballet mecanique (1924) 

The year of 1924 was marked in Parisian cinema by two projects of clearly 

experimental nature. One of them was Rene Clair's Entr'acte based on Francis Picabia's 

scenario and accompanied by Erik Satie's music, which will be discussed in detail in section 

2.2. of the current thesis. The other, entitled Ballet Mecanique, entered the history as a film 

by Fernand Leger shot with the help of Dudley Murphy "with the musical synchronism by 

George Antheil. " [Bouhours, 1997: 158] The proximity of intention in both films was felt 

immediately after their release. One of the creators themselves pointed it out in his 

theoretical writing: 

Be it Ballet mecanique, a bit theoretical, or a burlesque fancy like L'Entr'acte by Francis 

Picabia and Rene Clair, the aim is the same, to escape the average, to liberate oneself from the dead 

weights that are the meaning of life for others. To free oneself from elements that are not purely 

cinematographic. To let imagination run free with all the risks it implies, create the adventure on the 

screen as it creates itself every day in painting and poetry. [Leger, 1997: 135] 2 

Challenging the conventions of realistic representation and drawing parallels with 

contemporary painting and poetry was quite a typical approach to avant-garde filmmaking at 

the time, even though the precise aesthetic classification of Ballet Mecanique is debated by 

scholars. Some, like Standish Lawder, apply the term "cubist' 'to the film, because it is "so 

obviously related" to Leger's "painted oeuvre. " [Lawder, 1975: 119] Others tend to consider 

Ballet Mecanique a Dada or "Dada-related" film [Elsaesser, 1998], sometimes pointing out 

that it "always seems to be uncomfortably situated" in the context of "series devoted to Dada 

and Surrealist films. " [Freeman, 1996: 28] All this uncertainty derives from the complex 

history of the film. 

An article by William Moritz seems to give persuasive proofs that in reality Fernand 

Leger participated very little in shooting and editing the film initially conceived by Dudley 

Murphy and Man Ray who made almost all its footage. [Moritz, 1995] Other scholars who 
have written on Ballet Mecanique lately also acknowledge the existence of two phases (Ray- 

Murphy and Leger-Murphy) in the actual making of the film. [Freeman, 1996; Bouhours, 

1997] 

Even Standish Lawder, who clearly treats the film as Leger's, admits the existence of 

certain historical evidence against his view: "Henri Langlois believes Murphy's hand in 
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Ballet Mecanique was considerable, particularly in the editing, where Leger would have had 

no practical experience. " [Moritz, 1995: 130] Indeed, by 1924 the closest Leger had come to 

filmmaking was his presence at the shooting of Abel Gance's La Roue about a year earlier: 
he observed the process and then wrote an article about the film. 

At the same time, the historical account based on both autobiographical and 

academic sources seems to suggest that Dudley Murphy, who by 1924 was already a 

professional in cinema, came to Europe in search of correct musical synchronization for his 

films to ensure a "rhythmic and dynamic tempo. " [Moritz, 1995: 122] Having familiarized 

himself with contemporary experimental cinema, Murphy approached Man Ray as a possible 

collaborator, because Ray's La Retour a la raison (1923) showed rapidly changing images 

and rhythmic intercutting. Thus, not only were both men Americans who had recently 

moved to Europe, but they also seemed to have similar views on filmmaking. With the help 

of Murphy's special lenses producing kaleidoscopic imagery on film, the two artists shot the 

primary footage of different objects, a parrot, themselves and their respective companions, 

Katherine Murphy and Kiki de Montparnasse (Man Ray's mistress at the time). Wandering 

around Paris they filmed shop-windows, city traffic and scenes in an amusement park. 

According to William Moritz, Murphy and Man Ray also "shot erotic footage of each other 

(Dudley and Katherine Murphy, Man Ray and Kiki), which was calculated to be intercut 

ironically between shots of pistons and other machine parts pumping up and down. " [Moritz, 

1995: 125] 

Obviously, that part of the project was later annihilated by Fernand Leger, who 
became a sponsor and a new collaborator for the film when Murphy and Man Ray ran out of 

money. The influential cubist painter also saw to it that a musical score of the same title was 

created by Georges Antheil. However, Man Ray, unable to put up with Leger's artistic views 

and his absence of sense of humour, did not want to take part in such a diverse project. 

Suspecting quite correctly that Leger would want to claim the film as his, Man Ray "warned 

Murphy and insisted that his own participation be kept secret. " [Moritz, 1995: 126] Leger, 

indeed, excluded the acknowledgements altogether at a later stage and made sure Ballet 

Mecanique entered the history as a ̀ film by Fernand Leger'. 

Accepting the fact that some elements of the film, like the wooden model for the 

animated "cubist Charlie", clearly belong to Leger, William Moritz still questions a number 

of issues concerning the authorship of Ballet mecanique, referring to both the historical 

evidence and the style of the film itself. Thus, the scholar doubts the idea of colouring the 
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geometric forms in Ballet mecanique belonged to Leger, as Dudley Murphy used such hand 

tinting earlier in his Danse Macabre (1922). Moreover, the initial Ballet mecanique print 

appears to contain large sections, in which "there are frames that show signs of having been 

copied from a tinted film" [Moritz, 1995: 126], i. e. from an original edited by Murphy. 

On the whole, it is quite clear that Ballet mecanique can hardly be attributed to any 
individual filmmaker. It was a collaborative experimental project carried out by a number of 

people quite different in their world outlook and life perception. In order to trace the 

multiplicity of potential `readings' in the overall structure of Ballet mecanique, a closer 

analysis of the film is required. 

Standish Lawder's book features, among other things, a note written by Leger that 

explains the film's structure. [Lawder, 1975: 131 ] It follows from the document that Ballet 

mecanique is divided into seven parts, each possessing its own unity based on similarity 
between objects and images it consists of. It can be suggested, and Lawder indeed does it, 

that the parts are separated by special means of `filmic punctuation'. The device introduced 

by Leger and repeated with slight variations throughout the film, involves a rapid alternation 

of geometric forms, namely circles and triangles, against the black background of the screen. 

With the forms gradually decreasing in size, the sequence is experienced every time as a 

kind of visual punctuation mark that signals a transition to a new section. However difficult 

it can be to trace the exact borders between the supposedly existing seven parts of Ballet 

mecanique, as well as the logic of their order, especially that the versions of the film vary, 

Leger's note reveals an important part of his artistic intention. Following his cubist 

aspiration for ultimate harmony and unity between the juxtaposed elements of the cinematic 

collage, the painter deliberately strove to create a rationally based and controlled artistic 

structure out of seemingly incompatible components. 

Certain sequences of the film are also clearly biased towards cubism. Thus, several 

scenes of Ballet mecanique are performed by a cubist marionette of Charlie Chaplin 

assembled by Leger of separate wooden parts. Having been first introduced to Chaplin's 

films in 1916 by his friend, the poet Guillaume Apollinaire, the cubist painter was 
"fascinated by Chaplin's control over his audience and, by extension, the potential of cinema 

to affect and manipulate audience response. " [Freeman, 1996: 35] Presenting in his film the 

Chaplin marionette disintegrating into parts and then reassembled, Leger was presumably 

trying to fuse Chaplin's personal appeal to the masses with his own cubist objectives. J: M. 

Bouhours points out the suitability of Chaplin's image for Leger's artistic aims: "Chariot is a 
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plastic element per se, a 'man-image'. 10 [Bouhours, 1997: 160] The cubist Charlie, with his 

complex choreography of mechanical movement and collapse, undoubtedly contained in the 

prototype itself, is juxtaposed in two sequences of the film with a quite contrasting image of 
Katherine Murphy. 

Standish Lawder maintains the view that her repetitive movements on a garden swing 

at the beginning of Ballet mecanique have the function of establishing a rhythm. However, 

there seems to be more to the juxtaposition of the cubist Chariot and the romantic figure of a 

lady in the garden, especially that Leger's own definition of the latter image suggests it: 

"The woman on the swing is a postcard in movement. "4 [Leger, 1997: 138] It appears that 

this "postcard in movement" not only illustrates the transition from the static to the moving 

image, which, in a sense, defines the nature of the whole artistic period in question, but also 

creates a sharp contrast between the two radically opposed traditions in art. The lady on the 

swing seems to be too artificial and old-fashioned for the era of industrial progress and 

machinery, too fragile and unnatural for the chaotic movement and simultaneity of modem 

urban life. 

This is a point all the three filmmakers could well agree upon in their views: the lady 

figure was most probably meant to mock romanticism and symbolism together with the 

whole range of their respective artistic values. In Leger's interpretation this mockery was 

juxtaposed with the image of Charlie Chaplin who came to be a symbol of modernity, both 

in terms of his mass appeal and in the way human vision was treated in his form. Chariot's 

geometric look and mechanical gestures contrast the traditional `realism' and harmony in 

appearance and movement featuring in the `lady-on-a-garden-swing' sequence. Thus, the 

aesthetic values and representational conventions of the preceding era are undermined from 

the very start of the film and a new vision is introduced. 

The subject of Ballet mecanique itself, which is "an object and its component parts, 

treated in close-up" [Verdet, 1970: 23], appears in large variety. At first the screen is 

randomly invaded by a fast flowing cascade of images: a straw hat, a typewriter, some 

numerals, wine bottles and geometric forms. Suddenly the mechanical rhythm returns, as we 

are shown Kiki's mouth methodically breaking into a smile while being juxtaposed with 

round-shaped objects, namely a series of rotating discs and a swinging reflective sphere. The 

intercutting of the round straw hat with Kiki's smile may suggest a smile under the hat, 

especially when juxtaposed with the image of Katherine Murphy, as several more shots of 
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her are introduced. This time the camera looks down at the young woman wearing a hat: 

occasionally her Gioconda-like smile is revealed, when Katherine looks up at the camera. 
The following shots show an arrangement of radiant Christmas tree decorations, 

intercut with some geometric elements. With the help of prismatic fracturing, the number of 

rhythmically moving objects is multiplied on the screen. There seem to be two main devices 

that the filmmakers use to challenge the spectator's perception of the visible world. The first 

one involves the use of common household objects isolated in space and enlarged by the 

close-up, which reveals their plastic beauty treated as a separate value in itself. Leger refers 

to this technique as "producing a plastic element beautiful in itself without being obliged to 

look for what it represents. i5 [Leger, 1997: 134] 

Another characteristic device is the use of an optical prism fracturing the filmic 

image. This helps to destroy the perspective and flatten the space. Showing the same objects 

simultaneously in several different positions on the screen, the filmmakers question the 

perception of three-dimensional space and form. Moreover, the use of prism produces the 

impression of movement that, in Leger's view, was to add to the plasticity of the objects 

photographed: "The fact of giving movement to one or many objects can render them 

plastic. "6 [Leger, 1997: 134] At times the rhythmical swinging of the objects is directed 

towards the viewer, which creates an uncomfortable feeling that the border of the screen has 

disappeared and the moving objects can come in direct contact with the audience at any 

moment. According to J. Aumont, to achieve this result, the filmmakers must have attached 

the camera to a "pendulum swinging to and from an object, so that the camera's movement 

could not possibly represent any diegetic eye. " [Aumont, 1997: 167] This technique, 

naturally, changes the spectator's perception of space altogether, distorting and effacing, in a 

sense, the border between the filmic space and that of his or her own. This is something 

video installation artists largely rely upon as they challenge the audience's perception of 

space in their works. It appears that undermining the role of the screen as the `border' 

between the artwork's and the audience's spaces was already exploited by early film 

experimentalists, such as the creators of Ballet Mecanique. 

The next part of the film is introduced by the rapidly alternating circles and triangles 

of different sizes against a black background. A well-polished, rapidly whirling machine 

element, photographed without prismatic distortion, brings an undoubtedly ̀ mechanical' 

object into Ballet Mecanique for the first time. This mechanical image is immediately 

juxtaposed with a very human one, as Kiki's wide-open eyes appear on the screen. They 
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slowly close, then are shown upside-down gradually opening, as if she were watching either 

the spectator or the preceding machine element. According to Standish Lawder, this 

sequence illustrates the filmmakers' "excitement of visually experiencing machinery in 

motion", whereas the eyes "are meant to react to what they see, and we are meant to 

understand those eyes as our own. " [Lawder, 1975: 140] However, taking into account the 

already-mentioned challenge to the spectator's perception of space, the eye-image may well 

be the continuation of the film's tendency to destroy the border between its own space and 

the immediate space of the audience. The look of Kiki's eyes may, thus, be interpreted as 

directed to something or someone outside the film, not inside it, and, as such, it can be 

understood as a look opposed to that of the spectator, not identical with it. 

The motif of the eye as a metaphor of vision seems to develop its meaning and 
importance in the following part of the film, when the prismatically fractured shots come 

back. This time they show some geometrical objects, supposedly made of metal, and a rising 

head of a young man (Dudley Murphy) among them. He, too, participates in the looking 

process, unexpected as it could be for the spectators to see his face emerging from heaps of 

bizarre metal shapes. Moreover, most of the miscellaneous geometric objects, juxtaposed 

with the image of Murphy's head and animated by both camera movement and rotation of 

the prism, tend to have holes in the middle. While this fact can be interpreted both as the 

looking and the erotic aspects, which often seem to coincide, it is also true that gazing at a 

whirling circle for a certain period of time can create a curious optical effect. The spectator 

starts feeling absorbed and drawn into the centre of the imaginary spiral, thus, being almost 

`dragged' into the space of the artwork from his or her `safe' viewing position. This artistic 

technique will become of central importance in Chapter 2.3 of the current thesis, where 

Marcel Duchamp's Anemic Cinema (1926) is analyzed. 

Going back to Ballet Mecanique, however, at this point another clear non-abstract 

eye-image is introduced into the film, as if to fortify our confused feeling of simultaneous 

watching the film and being watched by it in return. This time the eye is that of a cockatoo 

parrot appearing in a sequence meant, according to Ben Davis, "to sum up both the intention 

of the film and its mystery. " [Davis, 1988: 1] The parrot is shown very briefly in profile with 

its eye focused on the viewers, then slowly turning its back on them and disappearing. As 

opposed to the repetitiveness of other sequences in Ballet Mecanique, this one is never 

repeated again, which suggests a certain `out-of-placeness' of the bird image in a film 

carefully calculated to make parallels between the human and the mechanical. According to 
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Davis, the parrot image is both reality and a metaphor in that it symbolizes "fragility of the 

moment, fragility of the body, fleeting beauty, the feather soft touch of the erotic, the wing. " 

Being momentarily "trapped in the ballet, the bird returns to time, to nature. " [Davis, 1988: 

2] 

Such an approach could have been justified at the first stage of making Ballet 

mecanique, when it was still inspired by the Dada and surrealist minded Man Ray. However, 

taking into account Leger's absence of interest in the erotic or in complex metaphorical 

allusions per se, it can be suggested that the parrot sequence was kept in the final version of 

the film purely for the plastic value of the image. The shape of the parrot's eye, as well as 

the very motif of looking, certainly comes in close parallel with other essential images and 

devices of Ballet mecanique. 

The next part reintroduces the already familiar variety of images shown in a very 

quick succession -a typewriter, some bottles, numerals and pure geometric forms among 

them. Juxtaposed with this cascade of objects is again a sudden shot of an eye. This time it is 

a positively human eye turned upside down and framed off by a black mask. Being closed at 

first, the eye slowly opens, representing both the beauty of the plastic form and the idea of 

the new vision from an unusual angle. Every time the eyelid opens and closes, this framed 

eye is looking in a different direction "performing its own mechanical ballet. " [Lawder, 

1975: 146] This technique produces a bizarre impression on the audience, as the rapid 

cutting makes them feel as if they were winking together with the eye on the screen and 

looking at a different scene every time they re-opened their eyes. Once again, the spectators' 

perception of space is challenged: we cannot tell for sure where the space of the artwork 

ends and our own `real' space begins and whether there is a clear border between the two. 

Another aspect of this challenge is introduced in the following sequence that features 

kitchenware and utensils lined up and creating the impression of a double mirror reflection. 

Such a curious optical effect of something visually multiplied in an endless row could be 

achieved by placing the filmed object between two mirrors facing each other. This technique 

in itself undoubtedly questions traditional perception of space, perspective and dimensions. 

Then, as if to enhance the challenge, the already familiar device is used, namely a swaying 

camera that creates the impression of filmed objects swinging mechanically towards the 

spectator, threatening to break through the border of the screen. 
In the next several sequences persistent motifs of a round shape and an eye evoke a 

whole range of connotations. Repetitions of shapes and movements, as well as the cyclic 
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composition of sequences, are, of course, typical of the film in general. The images in the 

amusement park introduce the idea of mechanical motion in the modern urban world: the 

wheel of fortune rotating vertically and the carrousel whirling horizontally also establish a 

clear visual contrast in the direction of movement. These images are skillfully interwoven 

with quite recognizable scenes of everyday city life. Thus, in one of the shots we can see a 

man at the top of a long curved chute in the amusement park. As he slides down and reaches 

the bottom, the point of view is abruptly cut to the ground level of a city street. We are 

shown booted soldier feet marching past, followed by several identical shots of an 

automobile moving quickly towards and over the camera, as it is filmed from the ground. 

This repeated shot of a real car is juxtaposed with the image of a carrousel car and then with 

a spinning machine element. On the whole, the sequence seems to be extremely unified, 

revealing a strong connection between the shots: they are linked together not only by means 

of filmic rhythm, but also by the continuity of their image content. After an interruption of 

circles and triangles suggesting a transition to a new part of Ballet Mecanique, we are 

brought back to the representation of a human figure sliding along the chute. 

The movement is repeated several times. However, now it is viewed from above and 

preceded by a long shadow each time the figure slides down, which creates a bizarre 

rhythmical pattern of black forms. This horizontal pattern is juxtaposed with repetitive shots 

of a mechanical piston pumping up and down, similar to the sliding figure's motion in its 

rhythm but contrasting in the direction of movement. This visual comparison of human and 

machine activities reveals, in fact, a harmonious integration, as the contrasting images in 

such close proximity become influenced by a constant reference to each other. As a result, 

the machinery becomes almost human, whereas human figures are mechanized. This parallel 

is fortified by the following image of a pump with two long curved arms moving slowly and 

laboriously: viewed for a while, it resembles a human figure doing hard physical work. 

Next, the pump is juxtaposed with the rotating wheel of a train, which may well be a 

tribute to Abel Gance's film La Roue (The Wheel) (1923), which Leger was so impressed 

with. The artist was introduced to the team by his poet-friend Blaise Cendrars, who was also 
interested in cinema and became professionally involved with La Roue. Part of `machine- 

inspired art', the film depicted a railroad accident, where the force of the train collision was 

rendered almost entirely through film editing. Inspired by the new technique, Leger wrote a 

critical essay about the plastic value of La Roue: 
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The film by Abel Gance comprises three states of interest that alternate in contrasts: a 
dramatic state, a sentimental state, a plastic state. [... ] The third one, the one that interests me, 
focuses [... ] where the machine becomes the main character, the leading actor. [... ] This new 

element is presented to us via an infinite variety of means, in all its shapes: close-ups, mechanical 
fragment, fixed or mobile, projected at an accelerated rhythm that touches on the simultaneous state 

and that crashes it, eliminates the human object, makes it less interesting, pulverizes it .7 [Leger, 

1997: 55] 

At the moment of collision the screen literally explodes with a cascade of 

miscellaneous fragmental images, such as elements of locomotive machinery, smoke, trees, 

glimpses of people, some vague shapes and forms, so rapidly intercut that it is almost 

impossible for the human eye to follow the fast succession of images. Leger very subtly 

accentuates the importance of this sequence for the challenge to traditional realism and 

narrativity in film art: 

The advent of this film is the more interesting in that it is going to determine a place in the 

plastic order for an art that up to now has been more or less descriptive, sentimental and 
documentary. The fragmentation of the object, the object being a plastic value in itself, its pictorial 

and poetic equivalence has long belonged to the domain of modem arts. Abel Gance with La Rotte 

has elevated the cinematographic art to the level of Plastic Arts. 8 [Leger, 1997: 55-56] 

Thus, in Ballet Mecanique a shot of a train wheel in motion, whether it was filmed 

with his participation or not, could not leave Leger indifferent, as it seems to incarnate the 

very idea of plasticity and movement. Also, just like in Gance's film, the machine element in 

Ballet Mecanique is always juxtaposed with the human one. Intercut with the fascinating 

rotation of the train wheel and comparatively long shots of a spinning machine in operation 

- the two mechanical objects that seem to be remarkably similar in their shape and 

movement, Kiki's wide-open eyes reappear on the screen from time to time. 

At some point a rapid interchange of her face images, first shot with the camera 
looking at her at a slight angle from below, and then at the same slight angle from above, is 

introduced. Supplied with rhythm and speed, these separate images create the illusion of 
Kiki's head nodding abruptly, as if being part of the mechanical process we have just seen. 
This combination of human and machine motion neighbours further on with images of 

multiplied kitchen utensils, such as egg-beaters, arranged in symmetrical patterns and 
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whirling, followed by shots of various rotating knobs and handles echoing the general 

rhythm of cyclic movement. 
Next in the film there comes the notorious washerwoman sequence. The initial 

realism of representation, later distorted by numerous repetitions reducing it to complete 

nonsense, continues and develops the idea of universal cyclic movement. The washerwoman 

climbs the steps carrying her laundry and reaches the top only to reappear instantly below, 

where she started. According to Standish Lawder's counting, she climbs and re-climbs the 

steps twenty-one times, each ascent being identical. Lawder also compares the 

washerwoman in Ballet Mecanique with Sisyphus "eternally condemned to roll a boulder up 

the mountainside only to have it slip from his grasp each time he approached the summit. " 

[Lawder, 1975: 1511 

The endless sequence is interrupted only by two other shots, namely the one with 

Kiki's mouth mechanically breaking into a smile and the other one featuring a machine, 

whose regular back and forth movement obviously echoes and reinforces the desperation of 

the washerwoman's numerously repeated ascent. The function of this part of Ballet 

mecanique, according to Leger himself, was to "first surprise the public, then slowly make it 

anxious and then push the whole thing to the point of exasperation". 9 [Leger, 1997: 138] 

The pattern created in the washerwoman sequence seems to have inspired quite a few 

experimental video works by Pierrick Sorin. The most obvious example is Sorin's video 

footage entitled Reveils (Waking-tips) (1988). Having installed his camera above his head 

while sleeping and arranged an automatic start for the shooting at a certain morning hour, the 

artist filmed himself waking up for almost a month in a row. Interestingly, he says more or 

less the same things, as he wakes up every day: complaining about not having slept enough, 

being tired and ill and having to work a lot more or less summarizes all his utterances. Every 

morning he promises to go to bed early the following night and, apparently, never fulfills his 

promise, as the pattern repeats itself for a number of times visibly surpassing the 

washerwoman repetitions. Obviously, as the number of almost identical waking-ups grows, 

the viewer feels surprise and irritation similar to those meant for the audience of Ballet 

mecanigue. 

However, the mechanicity of life at the end of the 20th century is probably even more 

frightening than the one the early 20th century artists used to question, because by now it is 

perceived as totally normal and rarely noticed at all. The general motif of tiredness and 

meaningless repetitiveness reveals itself in Sorin's video installations, too. Thus, his 
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L'homme fatigue (The Tired Man) (1997) invites the viewer to look inside a box, where a 

projection of the artist's room can be seen. Sorin is obviously tired: lying on the bed in his 

clothes, he keeps smoking to the annoying tune of classical music with his TV on. In the 

meanwhile, the answering machine constantly plays various messages addressed to Sorin. 

Judging by their nature, his typical working day is full of different engagements. However, 

all these numerous contacts must be wearing him out, leaving the artist totally exhausted and 

unable to create, evoking the ultimate emptiness and repetitive triviality of our lives in the 

post-industrial age. 

This overall feeling is carried on in many other works, as Sorin goes to every 

extreme to accentuate the abnormal speed, the simultaneity and the absurdity of human 

existence. Thus, his multimedia video installation entitled Jai meme garde mes chaussons 

pour aller ä la boulangerie (I've even kept my slippers to go to the bakery) (1993) consists 

of a number of screens, each of which demonstrates the artist at home in different situations. 

The bigger screen in the middle shows Sorin in a close-up as he very seriously tells the 

audience how he aimed to go to the bakery in the morning. The discrepancy between the 

seriousness of the artist's behaviour and the utter lack of information in his speech is 

characteristic of Sorin's art in general. As other screens show him sitting on the sofa or lying 

on the floor, with a continuous shower of books falling down on his head, the artist seems to 

accentuate the indigestible quantity of information poured on our heads every minute of our 

existence in the contemporary urban society. 

In the meanwhile the sound track lets us know that Sorin used to like reading, but 

cannot bring himself to read any longer. He also used to work in a printing house, apparently 

helping to build up that huge database of stored and presumably quite `dead' information 

that nowadays `kills' individuality and life per se. The artist carries on with his metaphoric 

reflection on the nature of life in the age of information, as he mentions his occasional wish 

to read a book while he watches TV. However, he never does so, which intensifies the 

opposition between the `old' and the `new' media. 

The roles they play in our lives and the degree to which they influence our perception 

of the world are quite obviously different. The dominance of the new media is accentuated 
by the presence of the radio or TV working in the background: as they give a weather 
forecast, quoting a possibility of minor natural cataclysms, such as thunderstorms, the books 

keep falling down on Sorin's head. Metaphorical interpretation of the above suggests that 
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nowadays it is civilization in the form of information that poses danger to human life, not the 

forces of nature. 
However, all this could only be vaguely foreseen at the time of Ballet mecanique. 

After the washerwoman sequence the screen goes blank, showing total darkness, which is 

probably meant to reflect the point of the audience's despair. Then at the edges of the dark 

screen some curved white forms appear, slowly floating towards the centre and combining 

into a large, static circle that may also signify the letter "o" or a zero. Ultimately the figure 

recedes back into the darkness, gradually decreasing in size. Standish Lawder characterizes 

this part of the film as "a slow deliberate exercise of the creation of a perfect geometric 

element out of its fragments, and then, once assembled, withdrawing it from our field of 

vision. " [Lawder, 1975: 152] 

We are then shown Kiki's face in full, without prismatic distortion or rapid 

intercutting. With eyes closed and her lips and eyebrows highlighted by means of bright 

make-up, her face remains totally expressionless and revolves slowly like a sculpture-head 

on an exhibition stand. The perfection of the form, its plasticity and clear-cut geometrical 

outline without any particular meaning seem to reach a certain culmination here. Juxtaposed 

with this image of a human being seen as a sculpture, there appears a shot of a real sculpture, 

a wooden coloured figure of "Uncle Sam" from the amusement park, who swings towards 

and away from the camera. The images automatically start influencing each other. our 

perception of the motionless Kiki's head as that of a sculpture is reinforced by such contrast, 

whereas the animated "Uncle Sam" is seen almost like a real person. 

There follows a sequence of prismatically distorted and multiplied images of Kiki's 

face with its expressions changing every second: a smiling mouth, coquettish glances, wide- 

open eyes and so on. The prism transforms the human form into a play of flattened overlaid 

planes, which tends to destroy our possible psychological identification with the person on 

the screen and underline the idea of its pure plastic role in the film. As Ben Davis notes 

about Ballet Mecanique on the whole, "there is no emotion, only motion. " [Davis, 1988: 3] 

Evidently for the purpose of symmetry and harmony, another shot of Kiki's rotating 

sculpture-like head, this time moving in the opposite direction, is inserted and then the 

flashing circles and triangles mark the transition to the next part of the film. 

Long rows of kitchenware, such as baking shapes, soup ladles and pot lids, are 

shown against a black background. In Lawder's view, these images of brightly glistening 

metal forms are "direct descendants of the artillery pieces that so impressed [Leger] as a 
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soldier. " [Lawder, 1975: 159] Once again, we are offered a sight of `new objectivity', i. e. of 

forms in their pure plastic beauty. These images of commonplace objects, abstracted from 

their everyday kitchen context by isolation and enlargement, are then brought to life on the 

screen with the ultimate aim of making them even more ̀ plastic', i. e. three-dimensional and 

palpable, in movement. 
Various shots are first edited into a montage of interior rhythm created by different 

camera angles, images of objects filmed from upside down and moments of total darkness, 

which in their carefully calculated alternation create a certain `pulsation'. Then an exterior 

rhythm is given to it, too, as the objects are swung violently in front of the camera, intercut 

with shots of Kiki's big astonished eye, while the camera itself is moving in a swooping 

motion over diagonal rows of the objects filmed. There suddenly comes a motionless shot 

representing a shop-window with its display of merchandise, seen at a considerable distance. 

It could be interpreted as homage to advertising, which in 1924 was already a cultural 

phenomenon of central significance in modern city life, yet virtually unrecognized in the 

`official' artistic world. 

As if extracted from that shop-window, two mannequin legs appear on the screen 

after a short sequence featuring a white circle emerging from the dark, approaching and then 

receding. At first the mannequin legs are static and filmed in profile with a standing clock 

between them. These legs without a body are true anatomical fragments, similar to Kiki's 

eye, mouth and head, but even more simplified in shape. Artificial objects made in 

resemblance of human body, none of them represents either specifically a left leg, or a right 

one. Suddenly, they start moving in a curious ballet filmed from different angles. At first, 

they appear upside-down, clicking their heels together, then back in the usual direction, only 

to go upside down again. Slowly turning around, they carry on their peculiar dance. Shown 

in different positions on the screen, the mannequin legs are intercut with such rapidity that 

they appear to be human and alive, literally creating an impression of ballet. 

Following the sequence, a shot of two Christmas tree ornaments swinging back and 

forth in accelerated motion is introduced. Then for quite a long time two simple static 

images, a straw hat and a lady's shoe, alternately flash on the screen, also at an accelerating 

speed. At first, the images are rather recognizable and can be clearly perceived as contrasting 

in shape, the hat being round and the shoe representing a horizontally lying oval. Then, as 

the flashing gradually gets faster, the eye of the spectator becomes exhausted by the 

continued repetition of the already familiar images. It is no longer an alternation of shapes 
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that we perceive but a metamorphosis from one to another at a great speed. Eventually, as 

the associative values of the images begin to fade, they seem to us pure white shapes against 

a black background. These shapes contain minimal informational and no emotional content, 

almost blurring one into another. 

After this fairly complex and abstract sequence, a `realistic' scene follows, as 
Katherine Murphy is seen in the garden elegantly sniffmg tree blossoms. Once again, this 

"postcard in movement" is apparently meant to mock the romanticist era and its 

representational conventions. It is juxtaposed with Leger's cubist marionette of Chaplin, 

which, together with the opening sequence of Ballet Mecanique, brings another element of 

symmetry into the film. Chariot performs his shaky mechanical dance, during which his 

body falls apart and its members float off, leaving behind only his head suspended in the 

middle of the screen. 

A similar ̀ mechanical ballet' is carried on in the next sequence. However, this time it 

is performed by repetitive shots of wine bottles, varying in number and position. Revealing 

their plastic potential, they create a contrast of form between the standing and the lying 

shapes. By means of rapid cutting from one shot to another, the bottles become animated, 

appearing to perform a curious dance. Standish Lawder suggests that commercial advertising 

could have been the source of inspiration for this particular part of Ballet Mecanique: 

This short amusing scene of dancing wine bottles may well have derived from advertising 
films of the day in which commercial products would perform in a similar manner to catch the eye of 

a potential customer. [Lawder, 1975: 163] 

Given Leger's interest in mass production techniques and commercial art, this could 
be a quite plausible assumption, especially when the sequence in question is experienced in 

combination with the one that follows it. After the bottles have ceased their dance, a `catchy' 

sentence appears on the screen: On a vole tin collier de perles de 5 millions (5 Million Franc 

Pearl Necklace Stolen). This statement of minimum information delivered with maximum 

graphic force refers the audience to a newspaper heading and then is playfully dissected. 

First, zeros start flashing in rapid alternation, one by one or in groups of two or three. Then 

the message splits into fragments: "on a vole" ("stolen"), more zeros, more fragments, "de 5 

millions" ("5 million franc"), and so on. Ultimately, they all disappear from the screen in a 

quick succession. 
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Generally speaking, this verbal image recalls the cubists' fascination with typography 

and renders the experience of "reading the newspaper headline or advertising slogan while 

passing by. " [Hauptman, 1998: 79] The critic's view is reinforced by the fact that at some 

point the sentence and its fragments are shown as if read from behind in the opposite 

direction. This is certainly something that can happen to a passer-by who catches a glimpse 

of a newspaper heading or an advertising poster on the go. 
Keeping with the artistic spirit of the time, Leger had, of course, introduced 

fragments of words and sentences in his earlier paintings, but even there it seems to be 

originally inspired by commercial advertising. According to his own notes, Leger wanted to 

include a whole page of newspaper advertising in Ballet Mecanique and thought about 

introducing a shot of a Bebe Cadum poster that was a very recognizable image at the time. 

However, none of these projects was carried out, most probably because Leger could not 

make films on his own, whereas Dudley Murphy's and Man Ray's ideas of verbal images in 

cinema were somewhat different. 

After the alternation of zeros and other headline fragments, Kiki's eye appears on the 

screen and opens to see not a "pearl necklace", but a horse collar, which suggests a verbal 

pun on the meaning of the word `collier' (signifying both a `collar' and a `necklace') 

realized visually. In this context the numerous zeros may also play on the multiplicity of 

possible interpretations of the sign, such as the letter "o", a zero, a round-shaped pearl link of 

a necklace chain and so on. Moreover, the round shape in itself, as it has already been 

argued, seems to be one of the leading visual motifs in the structure of Ballet Mecanique. 

Consequently, the horse-collar also acquires multiple meanings based on its visual 

form, as well as on the connotations of its verbal signifier. Remaining on the screen for quite 

a long time, it then starts interchanging with darkness, this visual pulsation gradually 

accelerating. Finally, the collar begins to move: it bounces up and down, creating a visual 

parallel with the preceding zeros. Then it is shown in a horizontal position, which evokes the 

image of Kiki's cosmetically delineated mouth in the spectator's memory. The collar whirls 

around like a ballerina's tutu and is followed by the image of a rotating zero that virtually 

ends the film before the very last image of the cubist Chariot taking off his hat marks the 

finale of Ballet Mecanique. 

The idea of a ballet contained in the title and running throughout the whole film, in a 

sense, includes Ballet mecanique into the cubist tradition as well. As argued in Chapter 1.3.2 

of this thesis, cubism was partly inspired by classicism, whereas ballet is a very `classical' 
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kind of art. The whole structure of the film creates references to the symmetrical and 

calculated ballet movements. Ballet mecanique is virtually based on the concept of a 

photographic image involved in a series of measured rhythmic sequences. Many objects 

once introduced reappear again and again throughout the filmic text, most of them being 

combined together either on the basis of contrast or analogy, sometimes both at the same 

time. 

There can be no doubt that "this film is a collage. " [Davis, 1988: 1] However, it is a 

collage compiled with the ultimate aim of cubist harmony and coherence, which clarifies, to 

a certain extent, the crucial question of style evoked by many scholars when trying to decide 

on the `real' authorship of the film. Thus, in Rudolf Kuenzli's view, "although certain 

sequences of this film recall Man Ray's films, Leger's carefully calculated choreography of 

ordinary objects and actions lacks the spontaneity and chance of Man Ray's first film, and 

his preoccupations with surreality in the second. Ballet Mecanique puts into motion Leger's 

aesthetics of his `mechanical period'. " [Kuenzli, 1998: 4] 

However, concentrating on the content, William Moritz still insists that "Leger's 

painted machinery is glamorized and elegant", whereas "Ballet Mecanique's machinery is 

peculiar and grotesque and menacing and finally oppressively aggressive". These comments 

are echoed by J. -M. Bouhours, who also admits the disappearance of Man Ray's humour 

under "the serious face-to-face opposition between the machine and the man in Leger's 

art ". 10 [Bouhours, 1997: 158] 

To add to his argument, William Moritz draws our attention to the fact that "Leger's 

painted nude women do not smile, but Kiki sparkles. " [Moritz, 1995: 125] Indeed, although 

it is quite difficult to evaluate the emotional charge of machinery images either in Leger's 

painting or in Ballet Mecanique, it is true that a distinct accent on the mouth image is 

entirely surrealist in its essence. Many surrealist artists, such as Max Ernst, Rene Magritte 

and Savador Dali to name but a few, exploited the image of lips to suggest a whole range of 

interpretations, starting with the overtly erotic and proceeding to a more abstract level of 

sensual perception of the world in general. Thus, for example, Dali went as far as making a 

whole sofa in the shape of Mae West's lips. 

On the contrary, Leger seems to regard Kiki's lips and eyes as purely plastic shapes 

involved in the general rhythmic movement of Ballet mecanique. Rudolf Kuenzli maintains 

that, although Kiki "opens and closes her eyes in this film, these repeated sequences do not 

suggest two different visions, as they do in Man Ray's Emak Bakia but are used here as yet 
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another instance of rhythmic movement, similar to her mouth breaking rhythmically into a 

smile. " [Kuenzli, 1998: 4] 

Thus, on the whole, Ballet mecanique embodies an original concept of filmic 

expression, substituting visual rhythms created by the interaction of graphically expressive 

images for the usual cinematic narrative. Drawing a parallel between the aesthetic aims of 

Ballet mecanique and those of the cubist doctrine, Standish Lawder claims that, "like 

Analytical Cubism, the film is a metaphor of vision, it recalls the process of vision itself 

rather than the thing seen. " [Lawder, 1975: 164] 

Other scholars support this comparison between Ballet mecanique and cubism from a 

slightly different perspective: "The film demonstrates the value of an object in itself, in 

movement as well as when static. " [Verdet, 1970: 23] Using specifically cinematic means, 

such as close-ups, prismatic deformations of the image, shifts in space and scale, 

manipulation and fragmentation of time, the film represents a cinematic text of a primarily 

visual rather than narrative interest. Fernand Leger himself thus summarized his 

understanding of the film medium's potential as applied to the making of Ballet mecanique: 

Contrasting objects, slow and rapid sequences, stops, intensities, the whole film is built on 

this. The close-up, which is the only cinematic invention, I used it. The fragment of an object served 

me as well: isolating it, one personalizes it. All this work led me to consider the event of objectivity 

as a very topical and new value. " [Leger, 1997: 137] 

It was this new "objectivity" discovered by Leger while working on Ballet 

mecanique and, probably, even earlier in his painting that entitled him to claim that "this 

film is objective and by no means abstract". 12 [Leger, 1997: 138] Leger's judgement was 

largely supported by his contemporary scholarly critics as well: 

The expression "abstract film" seems to have been first used to designate the film by Fernand 

Leger and Dudley Murphy, Le Ballet mecanique. No designation is more irrelevant. This remarkable 

strip was far less abstract than even Leger's painting. The human element predominated there. 13 

[Brunius, 1987: 33] 

The predominance of `human element' in Ballet mecanique is somewhat dubious, of 

course. Human images were treated by Leger not in an altogether traditional way, as it can 

clearly be seen in the film and as the painter's own evidence reveals: 
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The object, in the topical modem painting, must become the main character and dethrone the 

subject. If then, in its turn, the character, the figure, and the human body become objects, a 

considerable freedom is offered to the modem artist. 14 [Leger, 1997: 227] 

Thus, although not entirely an `abstract' film, Ballet mecanique is still definitely anti- 

psychological. Treating everything, including the human image, as an object, the film seems 

to be emphatically `realistic' in the new sense of the word, introduced and actively promoted 

by Leger in his theoretical writing: "The cinema personalizes `the fragment', it frames it and 

it's a `new realism' of which the consequences can be innumerable. s15 [Leger, 1997: 168] 

This personalization of the fragment, leading to a powerful defamiliarization with 

unpredictable consequences, was very adequately rendered by the close-up, which Leger 

considered a crucial element in the language of both photographic and filmic expression. 
Even movement in Ballet Mecanique originates, to a certain extent, from such photographic 

rendering of modem urban life `on the go': the film's quickly flashing contrasting images 

can be perceived as a succession of separate static close-up shots shown at a great speed. The 

effect produced by the technique is a powerful reflection of the city's pulsating energies, its 

rhythms and forms. 

However, Leger's preceding painting, with its accent of fragmentation, also prepared, 

in a way, the aesthetic concepts and representational values of Ballet mecanique, including 

those of movement and speed. This is acknowledged even by film specialists: 

There is a secret hurricane in Leger's pictures. [... ] The canvas vibrates, moves, wriggles, 

crinkles, stretches, germinates, grows and ripens in the frame that cracks at the joints. What decorates 

Leger's painting with this nearly earthy life is, first of all, the fragmentation. The appearance of 

things for him is an appearance in fragments, a variety of viewpoints, of violent pigmentary 

contrasts. 16 [Epstein, 1974: 115] 

Fine arts scholars also point out that some compositions in Ballet mecanique vividly 

recall those of Leger's paintings. Thus, Christopher Green evokes The Tug (Le Remorqueur) 

series of painted works dating from 1920-21 and "adapted from the disk compositions of 
1918-20. " [Green, 1995: 292] Standish Lawder also compares Ballet mecanique with a 

series of paintings entitled Contrasts of Forms (Contrastes de formes), which the artist 

notably created around 1924. [Lawder, 1975: 143] The very wish to challenge the audience's 

perception of the visible world by means of juxtaposing forms, images, speeds and rhythms, 
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in order to establish some kind of high-level equivalence, characterized Leger's creative 

activities of the time. His canvases did not contain a ready-made synthesis, suggesting an 

active audience who would assemble the various bizarre parts of the painted collages into 

accomplished visual structures: 

The visual synthesis isn't thus completely achieved in this painting. It is first destroyed and 

[... ] succeeds an initiation of fragmentary syntheses. The definitive and general ensemble remains to 

be built. " [Epstein, 1974: 115] 

By the same token, each shot of Ballet Mecanique, "like the hard-edged self- 

contained forms of his canvases, stands clearly apart from those preceding and following it. " 

[Lawder, 1975: 164] However, when viewed in a sequence, these shots give birth to 

continuous striking contrasts in graphic patterns, movement, image-creating techniques and 

representational content. 

On the whole, the film produces an impression of a strange reality, combined of 

mostly familiar elements and yet utterly unfamiliar in its totality due to the unusual 

perspectives and innovative creative concepts adopted by the filmmakers. Having long been 

fascinated by mobile art, Leger was striving to liberate the potential dynamism of his 

painting into a fascinating display of vision in motion. Cinema was what allowed him to 

achieve it. Leger's perception of film as a `pure' art, free of theatrical simulation, led him to 

generate ideas for experimental cinema that would be realized only much later in the 20th 

century: 

I dreamt of a "24-hours" film about a random couple of a random profession... Mysterious 

and new equipment permits to catch them "without them knowing it" by an acute visual inquisition 

during these 24 hours, without letting anything escape: their work, their silence, their private and 

love life. Project the film absolutely raw without any control. 18 [Leger, 1997: 169] 

The idea of a 24-hours-a-day filming has, of course, fascinated film and video artists 

for generations. The recent phenomenon of TV reality shows seems to be its ultimate 

pinnacle. Interestingly, the origins of the idea can be traced back to the very beginning of the 

cinematic era, when it was ̀ dreamt of' y the first experimentalists in film, such as Leger. 

Having no actors in the strict sense of the word, showing all sorts of visually 

distorted images, being "the first film without a scenario"19 and a challenge to narrativity 
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altogether, Ballet mecanique, whether it can be considered Leger's film or not, can be 

"experienced through the medium of a purely visual happening" [Lawder, 1975: 130-131], 

as it `promotes' the idea of cinematic rhythm. Creating an intricate series of oppositions 
between the internal and the external rhythms, the film acknowledges the significance of the 

`look'. 

Regardless of his actual role in the making of Ballet mecanique, Fernand Leger was 

undoubtedly a very advanced artistic thinker and practitioner who acutely felt the essence of 

his epoch and tried to achieve a synthesis of arts in his works. Primarily a painter, in the 

early 1920s Leger was also interested in the experimental potential of dynamic arts. Among 

other things, he created costumes and scenery for Rolf de Mare's Swedish Ballets (Ballets 

Suedois) and the set for a laboratory of the future used in Marcel L'Herbier's film 

L'Inhumaine. Being "constructed of painted wooden flats", the latter "was a realization in 

three dimensions of the pictorial architecture he had developed as a painter in 1918-21 [... ] 

an adaptation of the vocabulary of disks and colour planes used for the urban architecture 

and ship superstructures in Le Remorqueur paintings of 1920-21. " [Green, 2000: 155] 

It is worth noting that in the structure of the set mirrors were used to complicate 
images and fragment them, just like in Ballet mecanique a year later. At the same time, the 

machines and manufactured objects on the set were also often presented without 

fragmentation. And it was whole that they appeared in paintings like The Siphon (1924) and 

Composition with Hand and Hats (1927), "the latter a work painted in direct response to the 

displays of objects in the film. " [Green; 2000: 155] 

Thus, it can be argued that not only Leger's `dynamic' painting prepared the 

emergence of moving images in film, but also filmic texts were sometimes used as a source 

of inspiration for his static works. Moreover, as it follows from his creative activities in the 

early 1920s, Leger was often trying to compile synthetic artistic structures that exploited the 

potential of various media. His attempts of complex three-dimensional collages undoubtedly 

create a parallel with the later art of installation, video-installation being one of its particular 

cases. 

1 avec le synchronisme musical de George Antheil 
2 Que ce soit le Ballet mecanique, quelque peu theorique, ou une fantaisie burlesque comme L'Entr'acte de 
Francis Picabia et de Rene Clair, le but est le meme, s'evader des moyennes, se liberer des poids morts qui sont 
la raison d'etre des autres. S'affranchir des elements qui ne sont pas purement cinematographiques. Laisser 

courir la fantaisie avec tous ses risques, creer I'aventure A I'ecran comme eile se tree chaque jour en peinture et 
en poesie. 

Chariot est en soi un element plastique, un ̀ homme"image' 
4 La femme h la balangoire c'est la carte postale en mouvement. 
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s realiser un evenement plastique beau en lui-meme sans titre oblige de chercher ce qu'il represente. 
6 Le fait de donner du mouvement ä un ou plusieurs objets peut les rendre plastiques. 
7 Le film d'Abel Gance comporte trois etats d'interet qui alternent en contrastes: un etat dramatique, un etat 
sentimental, un etat plastique. [... ] Le troisieme, celui qui m'interesse, se focalise [... ] 1& oü la machine devient 
personnage principal, acteur principal. [... ] Cet element nouveau nous est presente avec une infinie variete de 
moyens, sous toutes ses faces: gros plans, fragment mecanique, fixe ou mobile, projetes a un rythme accelere 
qui touche i l'etat simultane et qui ecrase, elimine l'objet humain, le reduit d'interet, le pulverise. 
8 L'avenement de ce film est d'autant plus interessant qu'il va determiner une place dans i'ordre plastique ä un 
art qui jusqu'ici, i peu de chose pres, reste descriptif, sentimental et documentaire. La fragmentation de l'objet, 
l'objet valeur plastique en soi, son equivalence picturale et poetique est depuis longtemps dejä du domaine des 
arts modernes. Abel Gance avec La Roue a hausse l'art cinematographique au plan des Arts Plastiques. 
9 d'abord etonner le public, puis lentement l'inquieter et puis pousser 1'aventure jusqu'ä 1'exasperation 
10 le serieux face ä face de la machine et de l'homme chez Leger 
" Contraster les objets, des pasages lents et rapides, des repos, des intensites, tout lefilm est construit lä-dessus. 
Le gros plan, qui est la seule invention cinematographique, je 1'ai utilise. Le fragment d'objet lui aussi m'a 
servi; en I'isolant on lepersonnalise. Tout ce travail m'a conduit ä considerer I'evenement d'objectivite comme 
une valeur tres actuelle et nouvelle. 
12 ce film est objectif et nullement abstrait 
13 L'expression "film abstrait" semble avoir ete employee pour la premiere fois pour designer le film de 
Fernand Leger et Dudley Murphy, Le Ballet mecanique. Aucune denomination n'est plus impropre. Cette 
bande remarquable etait beaucoup moins abstraite meme que la peinture de Leger. L'element humain y 
predominait. 
4 L'objet, dans la peinture moderne actuelle, devait devenir personnage principal et detröner le sujet. Si done ä 

leur tour, le personnage, la figure, le corps humain, deviennent objets, une liberte considerable est offerte ä 
l'artiste moderne. 
is Le cinema personnalise "le fragment", il 1'encadre et c'est un "nouveau realisme" dont les consequences 
peuvent titre incalculables. 
6 II ya dans les tableaux de Leger un ouragan secret. [... ] La toile vibre, bouge, fretille, gondole, s'etire, 

germe, croft et merit dans un cadre qui craque aux jointures. Ce qui orne la peinture de Leger de cette vie 
presque truculente, c'est d'abord le fractionnement. L'aspect des choses, pour lui, est un aspect par fragments, 
variete de points de vue, de violents contrastes pigmentaires. 
" La synthese visuelle n'est donc pas completement faite dans cette peinture. Elle est d'abord defaite, et [... ] 
succede une amorce de syntheses fragmentaires. L'ensemble definitif et general reste ä construire. 
18 J'ai reve au film des "24 heures", d'un couple quelconque, metier quelconque... Des appareils mysterieux et 
nouveaux permettent de les prendre "sans qu'ils le sachent" avec une inquisition visuelle aigue pendant ces 24 
heures, sans rien laisser echapper: leur travail, leur silence, leur vie d'intimite et d'amour. Projetez le film tout 
cru sans contröle aucun. 
19 le premier film sans scenario 
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2.2. Rene Clair and Francis Picabia: Entr'acte (1924) 

In the same year of 1924, one month after the first showing of Ballet mecanique, the 

avant-garde painter Francis Picabia presented his `instantaneous' ballet Reldche (Closed) 

with a filmed intermission appropriately entitled Entr'acte (Intermission). The latter was 

shot by the young Parisian filmmaker Rene Clair who based his work on Picabia's original 

scenario. Conceived as a Dada performance to oppose the surrealist reform of experimental 

art inspired by Breton, the whole artistic ensemble was meant to ridicule randomly and 

violently all social values and creative conventions of the time. Fernand Leger, who attended 

the presentation of the programme, significantly summed up the effect of the ballet and the 

film as "a lot of kicks in a lot of behinds, sacred or not". [Kuenzli, 1998: 4] 

Although the ballet Reläche indeed acquired very little critical respect from 

traditionalists, to the organizers' great surprise, the filmed intermission was an astonishing 

success: "The regular film critics were beside themselves with admiration, and a number of 

reviews from other desks echoed their applause. " [Dale, 1,1986: 43] Opinions varied 

regarding Clair's mastery of cinematic technique, but almost everybody admitted the novelty 

of the film, its poetic lightness and playfulness. 
Almost completely disregarding the habitual logic and displaying a most violent 

humour, Entr'acte offered a succession of seemingly unrelated, often scandalous images that 

culminated in a sequence showing a funeral procession led by a hearse decorated with 

publicity posters, drawn by a camel and passing through an amusement park. The grotesque 

effect was highlighted by an appropriate, i. e. "calculatedly inappropriate, use of slow-motion 

and speed-up". [Matthews, 1971: 77-78] This was followed by the final explosive scene in 

which the "corpse" jumped out of the coffin and waved a magic wand making all the 

participants of the procession disappear. It is not surprising that Rene Clair always found it 

quite difficult to define the overall nature of his film: 

It's so hard now to tell what was serious at the time and what wasn't. Since it was all in the 

Dada spirit, it was entirely serious and not serious at the same time. [Dale, 2,1986: 35] 

Indeed, the initial inspirer of Entr'acte, Francis Picabia, regarded by general public 

as the leading artist of the overall literary Dada movement, was adamant to make his ballet 

and the film intermission for it explicitly dadaist in their character. Although reasonably 
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suspicious of the absolute nihilism preached by Tzara, Picabia certainly rejected the 

structuring of the avant-garde pursued by Breton: 

To [Picabia] Dada was a more positive, continual iconoclasm: looking forward to the 

productions of the next day, rather than worrying about yesterday's efforts. [Settford, 1994: 32] 

As opposed to Picabia, Rene Clair was seemingly indifferent to theoretical issues in 

contemporary avant-garde art. However, spontaneity, the leading principle in the art of 

Dada, must have appealed to him as well. It is only on these grounds that he could bring 

himself to put up with any critical branding of his work: 

If you insist on classifying me in the 'avant-garde', it's entirely your own responsibility. [... ] 

As far as I am concerned, nothing matters but experimentation carried out with [... ] honesty and 

sincerity. [Dale, 2,1986: 27] 

The collaboration of the perennial joker and bonvivant Francis Picabia, on the one 
hand, and the young open-minded filmmaker Rene Clair, on the other, proved to be a rare 

creative union accounting for the similarity of the two artists' judgements on the film's 

nature. While Picabia insists that "Entr'acte doesn't believe in much, in the pleasure of 
living perhaps; it respects nothing unless it be the desire to burst out laughing" [Matthews, 

1971: 77-78], Rene Clair appears to echo this view claiming that: 

There wasn't anything to understand in Entr'acte. All one needed to enjoy it was a lot of 

innocence or a little effort to disentangle oneself from those natural and well-established laws [... ] 

that I'd be interested to learn about. [Dale, 1,1986: 26-27] 

Unsurprisingly, the respective statements of the two co-authors courteously pay 

respect to each other's contribution. Picabia remembers having given Clair "a little scenario 

of nothing at all" of which the cinematographer made "a masterpiece". Whereas Clair claims 

that Entr'acte "belonged to Picabia", while his own task was limited to "realizing technically 

[Picabia's] aims". [Camfield, 1979: 211] The outcome of the collaboration was probably 
best described in one of the reviews as "the film of Picabia, understood, married by Rene 

Clair in such a manner that one asks himself who is the one who conceived it and who is the 

one who made it". [Camfield, 1979: 211] 
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The structure of the film seems to prove this point, revealing roughly equal 

contributions of the two artists at different stages. Entracte falls into two parts relatively 

balanced in length and separated by an iris in and out on the image of the sun. The first part 

contains very few elements of any consistent plot, presenting a flow of miscellaneous visual 

images that have very few recognizable narrative interconnections. According to the existing 

research, 

Most of this plotlessness doubtlessly comes from Clair's rough adherence to the scenario 

Francis Picabia dashed off for him one night on a sheet of writing-paper from Maxim's. [Dale, 1, 

1986: 33] 

The scenario consisted of eight points, five of which were duly incorporated by Clair 

into his script. They were used in a way the filmmaker hoped would provoke the audience in 

purely Dada terms and please Picabia. This allows researchers to conclude that, as far as the 

first part of Entr'acte is concerned, "the interpretation of the material is Clair's", but "the 

subject matter itself remains essentially Picabia's" and "by its very nature invites 

presentation in an intellectual, clashing and alienating way. " [Dale, 1,1986: 37-38] 

Contrary to it, the second part of the film featuring the long and cinematically 

complex funeral sequence seems to be largely Clair's own contribution. The underlying idea 

certainly has a taste of Picabia's anarchist approach to life, characterized, among other 

things, by a rebellious defiance of death: 

Opposed to society's conventions, he [Picabia - E. D. ] was especially irked by its rituals 

which denied human spontaneity. Of those rituals the burial seemed the most distasteful to him, for 

here was an institutionalized celebration of death. [Kovacs, 1980: 83] 

However, in terms of structuring and presenting the material, the funeral sequence 

pays more respect to Clair's original cinematic ideas, than to Picabia's revolt as such. 
Understandably, the manner of editing proves to be essentially different in the two 

parts of the film: once he had fulfilled his obligation to integrate Picabia's material, Clair 

"abandoned its particular editorial mode and turned instead to his own brand of highly 

rhythmic flow cutting. " [Dale, 1,1986: 38] The filmmaker admits having "written out a 

script" before he started to work on the film, but then he found himself "straying from it 

considerably" in the process of editing. According to Clair himself, the film "came together 
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in the cutting room", where its creator "was able to get down to the business" he was "really 

interested in": "I wanted to give it a continuity of shots, but not a continuity of story. I tried 

to make things grow from one subject into another. " [Dale, 1,1986: 35] 

Clair's "continuity of shots" approach seems extremely important in the light of how 

the relatively young cinematic medium defined its nature of a moving image against the 

static images of fine arts, on the one hand, and the narrativity of literature, on the other. 

Significantly, about a year before he made Entr'acte, the filmmaker was already reflecting 

on the profoundly cinematic principle of `movement' in his theoretic writing: 

I don't mean the movement recorded in the shot itself, but the movement of the shots in 

relation to one another. Movement, the primary base of cinematic lyricism, whose mysterious rules 
become clearer every day. [Dale, 1,1986: 35] 

As the editor of Film magazine, the cinema supplement to Le Theatre et Comoedia 

illustre (The Illustrated Theatre and Comedy), from December 1922 [Green, 1976: 277], 

Rene Clair seems to have felt acutely the importance of interconnection between filmmaking 

and writing. Pierre Billard, in his comprehensive biographical study of Clair's cinematic 

career, puts a special emphasis on how the artist characterized his profession: "Writer" in the 

first place: writer of cinema, by words and images, novelist in images, poet in songs". ' 

[Billard, 1998: 417] 

The comparison between Clair's filmmaking organized by the "continuity of shots" 
[Dale, 1,1986: 35] and the creation of lyrical poetry, i. e. poetry in which the plot is 

sacrificed to the interest in images and their rhythmic elaboration, is fundamentally 

characteristic in this respect. The film director makes it clear that "what is cinema is 

something that cannot be told". 2 [Clair, 1951: 18] He dreams of giving his audience "the 

look of the savage, of the child who is less interested in a farcical story than in the driving 

rain". 3 [Clair, 1951: 18] Clair even elaborates on a theory of teaching the public to 

comprehend the new cinematic language, which he sees as a system of visual signs built on 

principles similar to those that organize the language of verbal communication. However, for 

that purpose he thinks it will be necessary to erase from the audience's memory all 
knowledge of the verbal system reflecting social structure: 

If I could treat you by oblivion, I would make of you beautiful savages. In front of the 

screen, first of all naked, you would be filling yourselves with wonder at elementary visions: leaf, 
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hand, water, ear; then: tree, body, river, face; then: wind in the leaves, walking man, river flow, 

simple expressions of physiognomy. In your second year, you would be responding to visual puzzles. 
You would be taught rough elements of provisional syntax. You would have to find the meaning of 

certain image sequences, like a child or a foreigner must guess little by little what the sounds he hears 

signify. A few years later - or in a few generations, I am not a prophet - the rules of visual 

convention, just as practical and not at all more tiring than the verbal, would be respected. [... ] After 

that? We would invent something else. Maybe the tactile or olfactory convention 4 [Clair, 1951: 20- 

21] 

It is quite clear that such a vision of cinema could lead Clair to create for Picabia's 

show a film that was a distinctive example of this visual poetry based on rhythm and image 

flow rather than on a narrative plot: "Entracte [... ] cannot be described. One has to see it. "5 

[Brunius, 1987: 63] In 1925, after the making of Entr'acte, Rene Clair formulated a clear 

distinction between the art of literature and that of cinema: 

A film does not exist on paper. The most detailed scenario will never be able to foresee all 

the details of the work fulfilled (exact angle of shots, light, diaphragm, actors' play, etc... ). A film 

exists only on the screen. This is why the main task of the modem "director" consists of introducing, 

via certain cunning, the biggest number of purely visual themes possible into a scenario made to 

satisfy everybody. Consequently, the literary value of a scenario is absolutely insignificant .6 
[Brunius, 1987: 63-64] 

Francis Picabia, the initiator of Entr'acte as a filmed intermission for a ballet 

programme, also had his views on the art of moving images and its task: 

The cinema must give us vertigo, be a sort of artificial paradise, a promoter of intense 

sensations [... ] for that it must orient itself toward spontaneity of invention. [... ] The cinema must 

not be an imitation but an evocative invention as rapid as the thought of our brain. [Camfield, 1979: 

211] 

This bias towards "invention" is quite understandable in an artist who was the first 

"to incorporate the machine, which he invested with a strong sexual symbolism, into human 

undertakings. " [Martin, 1982: 7] Picabia's personal interest in machines and engines was 

sustained by his high financial status: the artist came from a rich family and could afford 

collecting expensive cars and yachts throughout his life. Thus, among the various ways of 
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challenging the conventional in his Dada performance was the revelation of the machine as 

the `maker' of cinema. In his turn, Rene Clair, a professional film director with certain 

experience acquired before he started the work on Entr'acte, undermined the conventions by 

making considerable use of what the world cinema of his time could offer. As a result, 

Entr'acte emerges as a mixture of "humour and poetry"7 interacting with each other "in a 

frenetic rhythm and in the same comical way as in Mack Senett's comedies which visibly 

inspire Clair, but with even more freedom with regard to logic". 8 [Brunius, 1987: 63] 

The humorous aspect enters the film from its very first image, as the face of a small 

monkey appears on the screen in a slightly vague close-up. Next the camera takes a 

panoramic view of Parisian roofs, moving along them till it comes to a chosen building and 

crawls up the water-pipe to the roof, trying out a whole range of viewing angles as it does so. 

The monkey nods its head, as if in approval of such camera `naughtiness', and is quickly 

replaced with a shot of clouds in the sky melting into a dissolve. 

Next we see a cannon placed on the roof of the building. Two men, Francis Picabia 

himself and the ballet composer, Erik Satie, are jumping around the cannon in slow motion 

while loading it. It is at this stage already that Clair starts accentuating the role of movement 

and speed in his film, which, as it becomes clear later on, is crucial to the overall structure 

and meaning of Entracte. The camera then looks inside the cannon's barrel and we are 

given to understand that the latter has fired its shot, as the city panorama suddenly turns 

upside down and rocks on the screen at various angles. 

The prologue, thus, suggests that the cannon shot has done away with the familiar 

order of things and we are now to look at the world from a totally new perspective deprived 

of any conventional logic of narrative and representation. The flow of images in the next 

rapidly developing sequence - separate lights, boxing gloves, doll heads and balloons - 

reasserts the filmmakers' taste for simultaneity, perpetual movement and continuous 

reciprocal association of images and symbols. 

As dolls, whose heads inflate and deflate rhythmically revealing cartoon faces 

painted on them, are followed on the screen by a white-clad ballerina seen from above and 

whirling around her axis, we are able to establish a certain similarity in form and inner 

motion between the two sequences. There is more to that visual analogy, however: bearing 

in mind the playful references to popular films and cinematic genres Entr'acte is meant to 

make, it can be claimed that the dolls with balloon heads "humorously cite an early Georges 

Melies experiment in special effects. " [Camfield, 1979: 211] 
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The ballerina, in her turn, can undoubtedly be seen as one of the film's central visual 

motifs, since Entr'acte was created as an intermission for a ballet programme. However, it is 

her motion, rather than herself, that contributes largely to the film's essence, as "the interior 

movement of the action, exterior to objects, the alternation of scenes and the duration of 

vision"9 [IDHEC, 1965: 26] become the central organizing elements in Entr'acte. 

In accordance with Clair's understanding of the very art of cinema, it "must register 

movement; it's `an art of appearances'. s1° [IDHEC, 1965: 26] Thus, when we see the 

ballerina next, she is shown through a glass stage from underneath, which not only questions 

the norms of logic and social acceptability, but also produces an effect of her being locked 

up in a glass container. "Leaping and turning with all her might, she never seems to get 

anywhere because of the strange perspective we have on her action" [Dale, 2,1986: 23] On 

a wider scale of interpretation, this short sequence metaphorically points back to the 

cinematic apparatus as an artificial eye that observes the world through the lens of the 

camera, consciously restricts the visual field of the spectator watching it and controls all 

motion within the film's space. 

In quoting its cinematic predecessors Entr'acte is not limited to the popular 

commercial modes, but includes some contemporary aesthetic film movements as well. 
Thus, knowing that impressionist filmmakers frequently used the expressive potential of the 

superimposition "to convey the subjective state of mind of characters" [White, 1984: 38], 

Clair incorporates this common cinematic device into his film as material for a joke. 

Immediately after the ballerina sequence, a pair of white boxing gloves is superimposed 

against a panorama of Parisian streets at first by night, then in the daytime and again in the 

dark. 
Shots of streetlights intercut with some completely unfocused dancing points of light, 

while a cannon shot straight at the camera is followed by boxing gloves seemingly punching 

the screen from inside the filmic space. Certain uneasiness may well arise among the 

spectators watching the episode, as they can feel that the cannon's and the gloves' violent 

attacks are directed against them, threatening to break through the film screen into the 

audience's immediate physical space. 
As the boxing ceases, another example of a humorous superimposition follows, this 

time seemingly staying within the space of the film itself. As we look at human hair in a 

close-up, matches start crawling up on it and then the whole head suddenly ignites. A hand is 

then seen scratching the burning scalp, which suggests a "psychological metaphor [being] 
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replaced by humor. " [White, 1984: 38] In the following ballerina sequence, she is seen from 

below walking along a glass stage. A series of dissolves follows, signaling a passage to a 

new part of Picabia's scenario. 

Although the challenging episodes are at least minimally connected, the logic of 

conventional narrative is clearly undermined by the free play of metaphoric and metonymic 

associations. Geometrical patterns now appear on the screen shown from various 

perspectives. Through numerous dissolves and superimpositions the spectator's eye can just 

about seize a temple surrounded by columns, as the camera plays around it, shifting the view 

constantly. Then a sudden switch from vertical lines to horizontal suggests a staircase, onto 

which the image of a chessboard is superimposed. Another shot of vertical lines resembling 

temple columns overlaps with the view of the players' hands moving figures on the board. 

Humorously using familiar cinematic techniques, the complex sequence apparently aims at 

`defamiliarizing' the recognizable images of Paris reducing them to a mere play of geometric 

forms. 

This part of Entr'acte seems to be particularly related to contemporary experiment in 

fine arts, of which Picabia was a bright representative. Splitting reality into separate 

geometrical forms and then reassembling it in incomprehensible collages was typical of the 

early 20`x' century avant-garde, which largely ignored the perspective and other means of 

traditional representation, while concentrating on small parts of the objects shown in close- 

ups and profoundly ridiculing previously accepted norms and values altogether. Picabia's 

scenario seems to have imported these issues into Clair's film, while the filmmaker readily 

`translated' them into the language of cinema. 
After a while the cinematic joking seems to come to an end, as two men, Marcel 

Duchamp and Man Ray, are seen at a quite usual viewing angle, seated comfortably on the 

roof of a building and playing chess. However, in just a few moments they discover, with a 

mixture of surprise and horror on their faces, that their chessboard shows a Parisian square, 

namely Place de la Concorde, with busy city traffic running across it and metaphorically 

resembling chess moves. The image of chess itself appears quite significant in the film's 

context. It creates an allusion with the already much persistent tendency for the 20'h century 

art to become more and more intellectual, requiring a certain level of acquaintance with the 

theory behind it in order to `understand' it. 

Eventually a strong stream of water attempts to sweep Place de la Concorde from the 

chessboard and the players disappear with it. The cause of this confusion turns out to be a 
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watering hose handled by another participant of the scene. Once again humour shows its 

power in Entr'acte, playing on the sharp contrast between a highly ordered indoor mental 

game and a disruptive natural element: 

It is the intrusion of nature into the ordered world of man. [... ] It is also humorous because of 

the lack of proportion between the disruptive force and its object. [Kovacs, 1980: 83] 

A superimposed paper boat is then shown floating over Parisian rooftops surrounded 
by stormy water, an effect created by the violent movement of the camera that alternately 

shows the sky and a high-angle shot of a roof. 
The image of the dancing ballerina being an essential element of Entr'acte, we are 

repeatedly presented shots of her body's well-lightened lower part in the surrounding 
darkness. In a fair critical opinion, such a perspective of the dancer creates a strong visual 

parallel with a white flower, her long legs being its stamens and her tutu representing its 

petals: 

In Rene Clair's Entr'acte, the dancer's tutu seen from beneath `spreads out like a flower', 

and the bower `opens and closes its corolla, enlarges its petals, and lengthens its stamens', to turn 

back into the opening legs of a dancer. [Deleuze, 1994: 57] 

The spectator's anticipation to see more of the ballerina seems to come on the verge 

of being satisfied after the boat-in-the-storm sequence, when the camera observes her 

dancing for a longer period of time from several different points and at several different 

camera speeds. However, even in the shots taken from a normal side perspective the 

ballerina's face remains in complete darkness. Having shown her leaping into the air and 

spreading her legs, the camera cuts to the dancer's arms moving gracefully above her head. 

Finally, it crawls down to reveal her face, which turns out to be that of a bearded middle- 

aged man wearing glasses. Undoubtedly, the effectiveness of this purely Dada trick 

ridiculing the sublime is much indebted to the audience's anticipation built up through time. 

A sheet of water then appears on the screen, which has already been briefly flashed 

before in between the dancing shots. Then a pair of eyes turned upside down fade in and out 
in a close-up, followed by the same technique applied to the ballerina's tutu. Apparently, this 

suggests the continuation of the joke, implying metaphorically that the spectators' look, 

especially that of male spectators, is directed towards what the dancer's skirt hides. Picabia 
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himself confessed, when asked about it, that he had always wanted to see a ballerina from 

below. 

When the eyes finally disappear from the screen, a face emerges in profile. The same 

face is then shown looking in the opposite direction: appearing next to the first, it forms a 

strange double profile. At this stage an allusion to the universal double nature and 

bisexuality seems to emerge from the film's context. The camera cuts to ballerina's feet and, 

when it goes up to her head again, it reveals a beautiful woman's face. This move seems to 

strengthen the previous supposition, as the spectators still remember the unpleasant shock of 

a bearded male head being attributed to the graceful ballerina's body. The two faces are, 

thus, combined in our perception of her image. Via a dissolve to an all-erasing and all- 

embracing natural element of water, the sequence carries on to the ballerina's superimposed 

eyes turned upside down. Finally, a man's profile, also inverted, ends this prolonged visual 

metaphor suggesting dubiousness and a complete reversability of the established universal 

concepts. 

Gilles Deleuze claims there are a number of distinguishing characteristics connected 

with movement that the early French cinema possesses. One of them is a general favour of 

water images showing a "transition from a mechanics of solids to a mechanics of fluids" in 

order to find in the liquid image a new extension of the movement. [Deleuze, 1997: 43] This 

is something largely `inherited' by video artists, as the importance of water imagery and 

fluidity per se reveal themselves in numerous multimedia video installations. Thus, Bill 

Viola often claims that the frequent parallel between the video medium and water in his art 

is based on the fact that they both treat light similarly. [Darke, 2000: 186] 

The artist also traces his fascination by the element back to his childhood near-death 

experience, when he almost drowned. In Viola's own words, he was not frightened at all and 

rather enjoyed the beauty of the "deep, blue-green colour and the little plants waving on the 

bottom of the lake bed and a few fish. " [Darke, 2000: 186] Video sequences evoking this 

crucial moment emerge in many of Viola's installations, such as The Messenger, Nantes 

Triptych and The Passing to name but a few, where the central image is that of a submerged 

man. Suggesting death by drowning, it also creates a certain state of suspension for the 

viewer. In Nantes Triptych these metaphysical themes are further supported and accentuated 

by the side projections showing the processes of giving birth and dying. 

However, Viola also uses water as a metaphor for mental activities, such as thought, 

memory, the unconscious, dreams and the spiritual. In doing so the artist manipulates the 
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time of projection: the fluidity of the video medium is underlined by the changeable speed of 

projection. A frequent recurrence of slow motion in Viola's works produces the effect of a 

perceptual displacement favouring "introspection and reflection, evoking the experience of 

dream or daydreaming. " [Parfait, 2001: 119] Thus, the nature of the video medium allows 

Viola to use its resemblance to water to formal ends, as well as explore the conventional 

symbolism of the water element. 

In his installation Hatsu Yume the artist treats water as a "refracting rather than 

reflecting medium. " [Darke, 2000: 186] With street lights of Tokyo seen through the rain on 

a car windscreen in extreme close-ups, abstract patterns and colours merge together on a 

material surface, suggesting there is no strict borderline between the concrete and the 

abstract, the material and the mental. Similarly, in his work entitled The Sleepers Viola 

immerses video screens in containers full of water, making the projected image visually 

accessible only through a physical substance. Thus, even the extent to which the artist allows 

his audience to approach the visual space of the work varies. The Sleepers, for example, "can 

only be watched from a distance and only through water" [Neumaier, 2004: 57]: due to the 

structural organization of the installation, the viewers are denied any closer contact with the 

video sequence. 

The combination of video sequences and real water in multimedia installations is not 
Bill Viola's unique invention. A device similar to the one used in The Sleepers was offered 

by Nam June Paik, who placed video screens beyond tanks full of water and living fish in his 

re-shaped and re-installed piece entitled Video Fish (1975,2000). In another work of his 

called Real Fish/Live Fish (1982) Paik again uses water and small fish to fill in a retro- 

television, making a video camera face it to project the whole image onto a second 

television. 

Other experimental video practitioners, too, explore similarities between video and 

water in form and content. Thus, Fabrizio Plessi reveals the temporal value of water in his 

multimedia piece called Tempo Liquido (1989). In it a water-mill wheel containing twenty- 

one monitors placed like buckets cutting "geometrically the circle of time measurement" 

[Parfait, 2001: 119] appears on a circuit of real running water, while the video sequence 

transmits images of flowing water. Water, an active matter, is treated here simultaneously in 

a metaphorical and literal dimension. The video image metaphorically refers to the passing 

of time via the effect of fluidity created by water. As the wheel turns, the image and the 

water flow and time passes, with a fascinating synchronism between the durations of the 
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flow of the real water and the projected one. Thus, the ultimate `realism' achieved by the 

video sequence largely owes to the physical fluidity intrinsic in both, the image and the real 

water substance it refers to. 

To sum it up, the use of water in video installations seems to be largely inherited 

from the early French experimental cinema. Another distinctive feature of this early avant- 

garde cinema is its extensive preoccupation with movement manifested in the form of dance 

that became an "ideal subject for the cinema", corresponding to it "much better than to the 

theatre. " [Bouhours, 1997: 172] The title and the nature of Ballet mecanigue, the numerous 

ballerina appearances in Entr'acte, as well as some dancing scenes in Man Ray's Emak 

Bakia, illustrate this cinematic infatuation with dance that was carried on by video artists. 

They, too, often use dance imagery in their works, including those that try to interact with 

the viewers and involve them into projected activities. Thus, for example, the Mexican video 

artist Carlos Amorales, who often exhibits his works in Paris, shows a masked devil dancing 

to disco music in his installation Funny 13 (2001). The devil attempts to lure the audience to 

participate in the dance, but the conventions of the gallery forbid it, leaving the viewers 

uncertain about what action to take. Caught between action and stasis, they feel trapped, the 

trap being all the more effective as dancing is a physical activity that promises pleasure. 

[Oliviera, 2003: 166] 

On the other hand, dancing imagery can be used to create complex oppositions in 

speed and motion between parts of video installations, which again points back to Entr'acte 

as one of the earliest and best known examples of filmic experiment with shooting speed. 

Interestingly, Nam June Paik's Video Fish (1975,2000) seems to gather together all of the 

above mentioned characteristics. The installation consists of fish-tanks placed in front of 

monitors that flash images of Rudolf Nureyev dancing and jets soaring, as the fish calmly 

pass by. The combination of ballet dancing and water creates a direct link with the ballerina 

sequence in Entr'acte, as she, too, is shown dancing `through' the all-embracing element of 

water. 

The next episode of Picabia's scenario seems both essential for the overall meaning 

of the film and representative of Clair's editing technique that illustrates his alternative 

approach to filmic narrative. Mimi White justly claims that "in this instance the film sets up 

a narrative situation through a system of glance/object cuts. " [White, 1984: 41] As a huge 

egg is shown bouncing atop a stream of water in a close-up, another profile, again reversed 
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and superimposed over a body of water, provides a loose connection with the previous 

episode. 
The egg then appears in a longer shot, so that we are able to see it located in a 

shooting gallery. The barrel of a shotgun pointed at the camera is followed by a dissolve to 

the comic hunter hands. The hunter stands on the edge of the roof trying desperately to aim 

at the egg, as it keeps playing tricks on him. First, the stream of water that holds it switches 

to slow motion, then ceases altogether, leaving the egg in mid-air with no visible means of 

support, and finally spreads out into a dozen jets of water, each holding up its own egg. In 

Mimi White's opinion, this is a vivid example of how 

the film creates resistance to its own structure, as the multiplication of the egg through 

superimposition impedes the achievement of the implied narrative act, shooting the egg. [White, 

1984: 41] 

The critic then proceeds to a very interesting and revealing claim that were the order 

of the shots reversed, the sequence would be typical of a standard filmic narrative: 

An establishing shot, a closer shot of the person holding the gun, an extreme close-up of the 

gun and finally a shot of the object at which the gun is being aimed. [White, 1984: 41] 

However, in Clair's film the object seems to precede and determine the look rather 

than vice versa. Arguing convincingly that in Entr'acte the "temporal and causal logic" 

typical of the traditional filmic narrative is "discarded while the construction itself is 

retained", Mimi White quotes other examples of such structural reversal. Thus, in the same 

scene 

the huntsman lowers his gun and grimaces prior to the shot that, in `dramatic' terms, incites 

this reaction - the egg balancing above the jet of water in midair and its multiplication. [White, 1984: 

41] 

As the water streams and eggs on top of them re-converge long enough to let the 

hunter shoot, he finally hits the egg that promptly turns into a bird flying off and landing on 
its liberator's hat. R. C. Dale makes a persuasive effort to interpret this egg-shooting 

sequence within the context of Clair's main concern, i. e. movement. While the ballerina 
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seemed to be imprisoned in a glass container due to the unusual perspectives her movement 

was shot from, the hunter's obsession with the egg can be seen as a desire to free a locked-up 

movement metaphorically represented by the bird. From this point of view, the egg appears 

to be a perfect symbol of containment. Dale also reminds us that the comic hunter is played 
by Jean B6rlin, the ballet's choreographer and principal dancer, who represents "motion 

trying desperately to overcome confinement, or stasis. " [Dale, 2,1986: 25] 

It is not surprising, thus, that another hunter, played by Picabia, "the creator of all 

these images of confinement", shoots Börlin "in revenge for the motion he has attempted to 

unleash, presumably reimposing stasis on him. " [Dale, 2,1986: 25] Interestingly, we first 

see a hearse and only then watch Picabia take aim and fire, which provides another example 

of Clair deliberately reversing the traditional narrative order of shots. As the first hunter falls 

down from the rooftop, the egg jumps again on its support of water, metaphorically restoring 

the initial movement confinement and concluding the first part of the film. 

The borderline between the two parts of Entr'acte is marked by an iris shot of the sun 

- first out, then immediately in. Aller the sun irises in, we see the interlaced initials E. S. and 
F. P., apparently standing for Erik Satie and Francis Picabia, on the side of the hearse drawn 

by a camel. The function of the initials may be seen as an attempt to mock the pomposity of 

royal funerals that bring the burying ritual to the extreme point of theatricality. 

Other gestures undermining the authority and graveness of the ritual also emerge on 

the way. As the mourners are seen going out of the building and down the staircase to form a 

line behind the coffin, one of them tears a piece from a funeral wreath hanging on the side of 

the hearse and begins to eat it. The wreath appears to be pastry-made, suggesting an allusion 

with the religious representation of bread as Christ's body, as well as merely producing a 

comical effect through the `inappropriateness' of the gesture in the context given. 

Although the second part of the film offers a totally different perception of 

movement, the ballerina image still keeps its importance. As the wind blows the ladies' 

skirts mercilessly up, it reminds the spectators of the camera's earlier obsessive desire to 

look under the ballerina's tutu. The start of the procession is filmed in a very slow motion: 

the elegantly dressed mourners are shown literally leaping along after the hearse. A shot of 

the ballerina jumping into the air intercuts with similar shots of quite elderly ladies 

stretching their legs out, creating another comic effect. 
While the ballerina dances on, a busy city street intersection with cars and bicycles 

appears on the screen, still in slow motion. As the procession enters an arena in a Parisian 
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amusement park and goes around a scaled-down reproduction of the Eiffel tower, we realize 

that Entracte has imperceptibly progressed from slow motion to normal camera speed. Back 

where the procession began, we see the line still forming, including, among others, a 

handicapped man pushing himself along in a little cart. 

When the camel balks, the driver notices that the hearse has detached itself and 
begun to roll away down the street. The mourners begin to chase it, with the camera speed 

gradually starting to exceed the apparent pace of their motion. As Clair skillfully intercuts 

between the runaway hearse, whose velocity amazingly increases even when it rolls up the 

hill, and its pursuers, we rush after them through the city, around the corners, passing 

advertising slogans on our way and witnessing a number of cars join the chase. Next, a 

squad of bicyclists enters it, followed by an airplane and a riverboat. The `legless' man gets 

so excited that he jumps out of his cart to run after the carriage on his own legs. Contrary to 

the first part of Entr'acte, in its second half the visual absurdities, where they occur, appear 

within one shot rather than as a result of juxtaposition of shots. 

The wild chase soon leaves the city and dashes through the countryside, with trees 

and houses flashing by faster and faster until suddenly we discover ourselves on a roller 

coaster. Multiply superimposed shots taken from various angles, including the upside down 

perspective, dizzyingly mix with each other in the course of projection, soon coming to the 

point where things are flickering too fast on the screen to be distinguished by the human eye. 

Apart from emphasizing speed as the main cinematic constituent, the sequence also 

underlines "a particular consequence of that speed, namely the way [it] breaks up and 

disperses the entourage. " [Carroll, 1998: 31-32] 

The effect the chase scene produces on the audience was originally increased by the 

staccato rhythms of Satie's accompanying music. It is here, more than anywhere else, that 

Rene Clair puts his professional ideas to the test, because for him cinema is, first and 

foremost, a medium of movement. Choosing carefully the length of each shot, the motion it 

is to contain, as well as its speed and direction, Clair achieves the effect of "making of this 

chase sequence a genuine masterpiece of rhythmic cutting. " [Carroll, 1998: 31] Moreover, 

the steady speed acceleration throughout the second half of Entr'acte is further supported by 

the filmmaker's witty selection of images "linked in the minds of the audience with a certain 

pace, such as the camel at the beginning, the cars and roller coaster toward the end. " 

[Kovacs, 1980: 102-103] This clearly manifests Clair's ideas of a visual language he was 

elaborating on in his theoretical writing prior to Entr'acte. 
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The chase ends abruptly when the carriage drops the coffin on the ground and Jean 

Börlin, now dressed as a magician, rises up from it. The audience's expectations based on 

traditional narrative are profoundly deceived. Apparently, there was no reason for the burial 

in the first place, as the `corpse' turned out to be alive. R. C. Dale, developing his idea of 

movement being the main `character' of Entr'acte, claims that this episode shows us "that 

the spirit of motion cannot be contained, cannot be killed, and cannot be buried. " [Dale, 

1986: 39] 

In the meanwhile, the magician waves his wand and the astonished participants of the 

chase disappear one by one, until the magician annuls his own image. There are no longer 

any characters or any story and the end title emerges on the screen. However, the "motion- 

magician suddenly rips through the relief-bringing end title" [Dale, 1986: 39] to postulate 

that even an end cannot stop the movement. Since Picabia created the film and the ballet as 

parts of a single Dada production, it is quite understandable that the management, in the 

person of Rolf de Mare, the show's producer and the manager of Ballet Suedois, intervenes 

at this stage. Eager for the second act of the ballet to begin, he "kicks B6rlin in the head, 

sending him flying back through the end title in reverse action of the earlier shot to 

reconstitute the title. " [Dale, 2,1986: 25] This highly comical ending of Entr'acte 

powerfully reveals cinema's essence as that of an illusion-producing apparatus. 

Importantly, as the magician jumps out of the end-title to undermine the spectators' 

expectations and reveal once again the artificial nature of cinema, the border between the 

space of the film and that of the audience is questioned. This must be why the trick became 

quite popular in the history of cinematic experiment. Pierrick Sorin appears to have 

borrowed Clair's idea almost literally for his multimedia video installation entitled Le 

cochon (The Pig) (1997). The work consists of a screen shaped as a painting hanging on the 

wall. The difference between it and a normal painting is that the screen constantly `changes 

its exposition'. Flashing with a number of famous artworks, predominantly from the 20`" 

century avant-garde arsenal, the screen still seems to be separating the two worlds, that of 

the viewer, on the one hand, and that of the art, on the other. However, this concept is 

challenged by another projection, carefully introduced into the work and synchronized with 

the one on the screen. As the world masterpieces flash in front of the audience, the artist, 

dressed in nothing more than his underwear, jumps out of these paintings seemingly into the 

immediate space of the viewer. 
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Supplied with a sound track of modern popular music and an expressive title that 

suggests clear lack of respect towards the `sublime', the installation recreates the spirit of 

Dada, challenging the museum conventions and those of the traditional perception of art. 
The two major differences between the gags by Clair and Picabia, on the one hand, and those 

by Sorin, on the other, are the technical potential of their respective media and the cultural 
heritage of their respective epochs. 

Like most of the early avant-garde films, Entracte is essentially about cinema as a 

new artistic medium and its creative potential. Made by a professional filmmaker, it shows 

more of a conventional cinematic approach than, for example, Ballet mecanique based 

mainly on non-narrative mechanical movements of the objects. Contrary to it, Entr'acte 

consists of loosely connected narrative sequences. However, its whole `story' turns out to be 

"no more than a figment of imagination in the most literal sense, produced and constructed 

by the machinery of cinema" [White, 1984: 42], both in terms of representation and 

narrative. Even in those parts of it where the "narrative appears somewhat sustained, it 

nevertheless lurches in inexplicable directions (e. g. the hearse riding the rails of the 

rollercoaster). " [Carroll, 1998: 29] 

Playing with the order of shots and well-known cinematic devices, Entr'acte 

constantly questions and proposes alternatives to filmic conventions, demonstrating that they 

are by no means natural or necessary. Its images are simultaneously grounded in the 

traditional narrative and opposed to the logic of its structure. At any given point the film 

seems to depart from quite a `readable' situation, which it then alters and transforms, so that 

"it becomes puzzling and humorous, while maintaining a minimum level of recognition. " 

[White, 1984: 39] 

Entracte often tends to defamiliarize the world by the position of the camera in 

relation to the object filmed, which, in its turn, can be additionally altered through 

manipulation of its image plastics. In spite of this visual manipulation, Entr'acte seldom 

uses recognizable objects merely as a basis for abstraction. In Clair's hands, patterns of light 

and form not only create those "minimal, oblique associations, always implicit in a shot [... ] 

that are refused or suppressed by conventional narratives" [White, 1984: 40], but are 

profoundly cinematic in their essence. The whole inventory of cinematic techniques, such as 

changes in tempo, superimpositions, sudden fade-outs and transformations, provide the 
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basis for association, comparison, or contrast, but there is always some element or term 

functioning as a link, though the nature of the connection varies in each case. [White, 1984: 39] 

It seems that the film begins with certain unrelated episodes and then elaborates upon 

each element of the scenario in as many ways as possible, searching for minimum 

associability. 
The impact of Entr'acte on the further development of film art in the 20th century, 

including that of video installations, is not limited to the fact that quite a significant number 

of video artists are still driven in their creative activities by the playful and nihilistic spirit of 

Dada. Clair's film is also taken on board as an inspiration for purely cinematic challenge in 

its variety. 
Experiments with the speed of projection keep attracting the attention of moving 

image artists long after Clair created his famous funeral sequence in Entr'acte. Thus, 

Pierrick Sorin speeds up the projection of the multi-piece video footage for his multimedia 

video installation Une vie bien remplie (A Full Life) (1994). For this piece, the artist gathered 

together about twenty monitors on separate pedestals and arranged them in a group in the 

middle of an exhibition room. Each of the monitors shows short scenes from everyday life 

performed, as usual, by Sorin himself. 

The artist is seen simultaneously in different projections speaking on the phone, 

cooking or eating, drinking wine or smoking, exercising or shooting a film in the garden, 

washing-up or playing with the baby, going to bed and so on. The overall impression of 

absurdity and nullity of an average human's everyday life seems to be accentuated to the 

extreme by the fact that all scenes are projected at an unusually high speed. A `perfectly full 

life', thus, turns out to be wasted on thousands of small insignificant activities performed 

automatically, repeatedly and thoughtlessly. The shortness and fluidity of life clearly comes 

to the surface in Sorin's installation, questioning the meaning of our existence and urging the 

viewer to reflect upon it together with the artist. This undoubtedly mirrors to a large extent 

the issues raised by Clair and Picabia in their Entr'acte. 

Thus, the early 20`h century experimental film already demonstrates the potential of 

the medium realized through camera speed and provides an alternative to cinematic narrative 

via its structure based on visual metaphors and metonymies. It also challenges the audience 

perception of the work, questioning the direction of their look and sometimes even directly 

attacking it from within the f ilmic space. 
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1 "Ecrivain" d'abord: ecrivain de cinema, par les mots et les images, romancier en images, poete en chansons. 
2 cc qui est cinema, c'est cc qui ne peut eire raconte 
3 le regard du sauvage, de 1'enfant qui s'interesse moins ä I'histoire de Guignol qu'ä la pluie des coups de 
baton. 
4 Si je pouvais vous traiter par l'oubli, je ferais de vous de beaux sauvages. Devant l'ecran, d'abord nu, vous 
vous 6merveilleriez des visions elementaires: feuille, main, eau, oreille; puls: arbre, corps, fleuve, visage; puis: 
vent dans les feuilles, marche d'un homme, course d'un fleuve, expressions simples de physiognomie. En 
deuxieme annee, vous repondriez ä des devinettes visuelles. On vous apprendrait de grossiers elements de 
syntaxe provisoire. II faudrait trouver le sens de certaines suites d'images comme 1'enfant ou l'etranger doit 
deviner peu ä peu cc que signifient les sons qu'il entend. Quelques annees plus tard - ou aprbs le passage de 
quelques generations, je ne suis pas prophete - on respecterait les regles de la convention visuelle aussi 
pratique et pas plus fatigante que la verbale. [... ] Apres cela? Nous inventerions autre chose. Peut-etre la 
convention tactile ou olfactive. 
5 Entr'acte ne se decrit pas. Il faut le voir. 
6 Un film n'existe pas sur le papier. Le scenario le plus detaille ne pourra jamais prevoir tous les details de 
1'execution de l'oeuvre (angle exacte des prises de vues, lumibre, diaphragme, jeu des interpretes, etc... ). Un 
film n'existe que sur l'ecran. C'est pourquoi la principale täche du "realisateur" actuel consiste ä introduire, par 
unc sorte dc ruse, le plus grand nombre dc themes purement visuels dans un scenario fait pour contenter tout le 
monde. Aussi la valeur litteraire d'un scenario est-elle tout ä fait negligeable. 

I'humour et la poesie 
8 dans un rythme frenetique avec la meine cocasserie que dans les comedies Mack Senett dont Clair s'inspire 
visiblement, mais avec plus de liberte encore ä 1'egard de la logique. 
9 le mouvement interieur de faction, exterieur des objets, l'alternance des scenes et la duree de la vision 
10 le cinema dolt enregistrer le mouvement; c'est "un art des apparences" 
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2.3. Marcel Duchamp: Anemic Cinema (1926) and Readymades versus Installation Art 

Documenting ephemeral performances and challenging our assumptions about its 

mimetic nature, video investigates its own formal qualities, redefining the ways in which we 

engage with pre-recorded images on the screen. If cinematic montage is built on a succession 

of small units joined together by means of relations that define the very nature of the filmic 

medium, in video it is the very notion of montage that is reconsidered or abandoned. Instead, 

there emerges a certain control over different temporalities meant to handle the merging of 

image and sound. This leads Francoise Parfait, a contemporary specialist in video art, to 

prefer the term of mixage over montage when speaking about the video medium. In her 

opinion, mixage presupposes "anachronism and simultaneity" of sound and image, while 

montage typically "introduces a chronology and a succession of a linguistic type. " [Parfait, 

2001: 115] 

Another French scholar seems to maintain a similar opinion about the specificity of 

video montage (or mixage in Parfait's terminology), saying that it "favours all sorts of suture 

and collage". ' [Meredieu de, 2003: 129] The computer only accelerates this tendency, which 

is why "multimedia art leads to a recycling of past imagery"? This recycling makes use of 

signs and graphic symbols, as well as deliberately addresses "the history of art or history as 

such". 3 [Meredieu de, 2003: 129] By the same token, multimedia art involves a lot of 

citation and paraphrase. Thus, the figure of Marcel Duchamp, whose cinematic experiments 

will be analyzed in this chapter, has become a cult one for innovative artists throughout the 

20th century, including those working with video. For example, Jean-Christophe Averty, a 

French video artist, creates a piece called Grand Verre duchampien (le Surmäle) (Big 

Duchampian Glass (The Supermale)) (1980) that `recycles' some famous works by 

Duchamp. Another video artist, Michel Jaffrennou, makes use of Duchamp's invented 

character Rrose Selavy in his Videoperette (Videoperette) (1989) evoking a whole range of 

world known images and references to Duchamp. [Meredieu de, 2003: 129] 

Interestingly, mixage in video equally applies to plastic materials, touching upon the 

concepts of manageability, fluidity and flexibility. This allows Francoise Parfait to claim that 

the "video image is palpable and this is one of its paradoxes", because this quality is 

combined with its complete opposite, i. e. "complete visual evanescence. " [Parfait, 2001: 

117) Raymond Bellour seems to follow the same line of thought when he introduces his 

famous concept of between images (entre-images) defined as a certain "space of all these 
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passages", a simultaneously physical and mental multiple place, where the viewer has to 

decide "which are the real images. " [Bellour, 1990: 12] According to the scholar, video 

presents in itself a constant passage between levels of experience, evoking such issues as 

mobility and immobility among others. 

Considering the impact of his creative experiment on the very concept of art in the 

20th century, Marcel Duchamp is sometimes regarded as the ultimate incarnation of 

modernist spirit continuing to exercise its influence on the aesthetics of post-modern era 

even with the artist himself being long dead. On a more detailed and historically limited 

scale, many of Duchamp's verbal puns and humourous artistic objects are considered 

symbols of Dada and surrealism, challenging the conventions of language as a social tool, on 

the one hand, and those of representation in traditional art, on the other. 

Such manifestly revolting, in the eyes of general public, avant-garde `jokes' as the 

moustached Mona Lisa with the anagram inscription L. H. O. O. Q. (reading "Elle a chaud au 

cul", which could be roughly translated into English as "She has a hot ass") not only 

ridiculed the supposedly sublime beauty of a world-known masterpiece, but also openly 

proclaimed Eros the driving force of creativity. Duchamp's infatuation with the idea of 

androgyny, already present in this scandalous Mona Lisa, best revealed itself in his female 

alter-ego called "Rrose Selavy". Transcribing as "Eros, c'est la vie" ("Eros is life"), the 

name was used by the artist to sign a considerable number of his most controversial works 

and enthusiastically welcomed by his Freud-influenced surrealist friends who, to a certain 

extent, accepted Duchamp's verbal invention as one of their mottoes. 

The perpetually experimental artist, however, went even further in his assertion of 
life's and art's androgynous nature by creating a visual image of Rrose Selavy. Dressed as a 

woman, Duchamp had a number of his photos taken by Man Ray on different occasions. 

This enterprise pleased infinitely his Dada and surrealist friends, as it `materialized' a non- 

existing artist and questioned the very concept of `reality'. Importantly, Marcel Duchamp 

deliberately stayed outside either movement: it was precisely this non-commitment to any 

contemporary artistic doctrine that defined his role in history. As wittily summarized by a 

critic, 

The reasons why Duchamp was such an appropriate symbol for the avant-garde contain an 

important paradox: what qualified him for the role was precisely his distance from those he was 

taken to represent. [Seigel, 1995: 10] 
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According to the artist himself, he "supported Dada and Surrealism because they 

were hopeful signs". [Berswordt-Wallrabe, 1999: 98] At the same time Duchamp's own 

aims were somewhat different from those pursued by the two avant-garde movements, as 

reflected in the following excerpt from his interview: 

I wished to show man the limited place of his reason, but Dada wanted to substitute 

unreason. [... ] By adding `un' they thought they changed a great deal, but they had not. Surrealism 

gave itself to other things, communism, and Freud, for instance. [... ] they lost their sense of freedom. 

They should have invented their own utopias, and formulated their own theories instead of taking 

other people's ideas. Then they might have done something. [Berswordt-Wallrabe, 1999: 98] 

Duchamp's argument underlines the fact that, however innovative and revolutionary 

the adherents of Dada and surrealism may have been, their creations still had certain limits 

of expression and points of reference, imposed on the artists by various theoretical issues of 

their respective doctrines. Although the demands of these avant-garde theories were 

profoundly different from those of traditional artistic representation before them and thus 

enlarged and transformed the concept of art in the 20th century, they still had their 

restrictions. Whereas the extreme playfulness of Marcel Duchamp's attitude to the world had 

truly no limits, revealing itself in everything the artist did in his life and beyond it. The 

culmination of this prophetically post-modernist view that erases all points of reference 

whatsoever and insists on "showing man the limited place of his reason" [Berswordt- 

Wallrabe, 1999: 98] appears in the typically Duchampian epitaph on his grave: "Besides, it 

is always others who die". 

It is also worth noting that, apart from art, Duchamp had a second equally important 

passion in his life, namely the game of chess, which explains, to a certain extent, his strong 

reliance on intellect in creativity. On the first thought, the cold mathematics of chess appears 

exactly the opposite of the subtle and unpredictable poetry of art, which is something 

Duchamp himself was well aware of. However, he managed to reconcile these opposites in 

his unique way: 

In my life, chess and art stand at opposite poles, but do not be deceived. Chess is not merely 

a mechanical function. It is plastic, so to speak. Each time I make a movement of the pawns on the 

board, I create a new form, a new pattern, and in this way I am satisfied by the always changing 

contour. [Berswordt-Wallrabe, 1999: 74] 
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Apart from being ̀ plastic', i. e. close to visual art in its very substance, chess defined 

Duchamp's artistic logic: "Not to say that there is no logic in chess. Chess forces you to be 

logical. The logic is there, but you just don't see it. " [Berswordt-Wallrabe, 1999: 74] 

Similarly, one has to admit that most often there is certain logic in modernist art, but the 

majority of people are incapable of seeing it, being used to measure artworks against a 

totally different `realistic' frame of reference. For Duchamp the intellectual game he was 
literally obsessed with was associated with artistic activities: "In chess, as in art, we find a 
form of mechanics, since chess could be described as the movement of pieces eating one 

another". [Berswordt-Wallrabe, 1999: 75] 

The pursuit of this inner ̀ mechanics' intrinsic in art must have been the major reason 
for the perennial experimentalist Duchamp to give up the static medium of painting almost 

completely in 1923. He actually began exploring optical effects and the nature of movement 

while still painting, his Nude Descending a Staircase (1912) presenting in itself a certain 

extension of fine arts static essence, and then proceeded to more radical creative experiments 

based on the concepts of simultaneity and motion. 
From 1920 to 1926, Duchamp collaborated with Man Ray on artworks that put into 

rotary movement flat discs covered with two-dimensional geometric designs in order to 

achieve the illusion of three-dimensionality. The new art form being called rotoreliefs, these 

original works included Rotary Glass Plates (1920), Rotary Demisphere (1925) and, most 
importantly, Duchamp's unique experiment in cinema, known as Anemic Cinema (1926), 

which can "be seen as an exploration of visual and verbal multi-dimensionality. " [Kovacs, 

1980: 122] 

The film that its creator refused to classify as such, considering it merely an 

extension of his optical exercises, can be interpreted as a study of the three-dimensional 

effect produced by revolving discs, in some cases reinforced by the presence of alliterative 

pun phrases on their surface. As moving discs with geometric spirals regularly alternate in a 

slow rhythm with discs containing spirally printed puns, they question the stability and 

certainty of both optical vision and language, which "serve as the social, `scientific' 

guarantors of truth". [Kuenzli, 1998: 2] Such an approach entitles the dadaists to claim 

Duchamp's film as an example of their art, since, deliberately or not, Anemic Cinema pays 

considerable tribute to Dada suspicion regarding the cultural myths of `fact', `reality' and 

`meaning'. 
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To a great extent, Duchamp's notorious readymades anticipate his filmic project that 

reflects on the "anemic" nature of cinema, as they, too, are concerned with the de- 

aestheticization of art objects: 

The visual experience of a readymade is one of indifference and anesthesia since the object 
has been selected on purpose because of its lack of "esthetic emotion, " as a defense against the 

"look. " The readymade is thus an expression of both "visual indifference" and the total absence of 

consideration of good and bad taste. [Judovitz, 1996: 47] 

In fact, the above-mentioned "lack of esthetic emotion" and "visual indifference" of 

the readymades seem to emerge consistently, as everyday objects acquire the status of art in 

Duchamp's hands. By taking things out of their usual context and presenting them in the 

gallery space, the artist deprives the chosen objects of their conventional meaning and 

working function. Alliterative and polysemantic titles being "an essential feature of a good 

number of readymades", the objects are decontextualized even further, their dysfunction 

running "parallel with semantic dissociation". [Moure, 1988: 17] 

However, the traditional perception of art in the early 20th century, although much 
destabilized by various avant-garde experiments, was still far from ready to face such a 

radical challenge as Duchamp's readymades: "Anyone can easily imagine what it must have 

meant in the 1920s or 1930s to present a household utensil as a work of art in a conventional 

gallery. " [Moure, 1988: 17] The persistence with which Duchamp introduced his new artistic 

genre into the frame of exhibiting space shows that to him it was not just a mere dadaist wish 

to annoy the audience, but a serious creative undertaking supported by a relevant artistic 

theory. 

As Duchamp himself stated, he was "interested in ideas - not merely in visual 

products. " [Kuenzli, 1989: 6] Asserting that he "wanted to put painting once again at the 

service of the mind", the artist admitted that his own creations were to be regarded as at once 
"intellectual" and "literary". [Kuenzli, 1989: 6] In fact, the titles of his artworks reveal 
Duchamp's largely unconventional attitude towards the language, his seeing words as 

entities separate from their meaning. Researchers often note this intermingling of the verbal 

and the visual in his art: 
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Given its active place on the rotating hinge of words and images [... ], Duchamp's oeuvre in 

general has linguistic, though not literary, connotations on the premise that language continually 
intrudes into the plastic arts, encroaching upon the visual. [Moure, 1988: 15] 

Thus, Duchamp often plays with homonyms in order to generate a multiplicity of 

meanings in every word and, consequently, dissolve any concrete semantic identity. By 

displacing the socially affixed meanings of words, the artist achieves the desired non- 

meaning, i. e. the playful non-sense fulfilling his ultimate task to "show man the limited 

place of his reason". [Berswordt-Wallrabe, 1999: 98] Moreover, he tends to see similarities 

between experiment in visual art and the combinative possibilities of language: 

Sometimes four or five different levels of meaning come through. If you introduce a familiar 

word into an alien atmosphere you have something comparable to distortion in painting, something 

surprising and new. [Graulich, 1999: 90] 

In fact, Duchamp's readymades reveal a similar treatment of their material and verbal 

components by the artist, who deprives both, objects and words, of their socially ascribed 

qualities precisely by means of introducing them into an "alien atmosphere" of the gallery 

space in order to find "something surprising and new". [Graulich, 1999: 90] On the whole, 

the readymade as a genre presents in itself a very consistent manifestation of Duchamp's 

attitude towards the nature of contemporary art, suggesting that "art is taking more the form 

of a sign, if you wish; it's no longer reduced to a decorative role. " [Kuenzli, 1989: 6] 

In the light of this statement, it is no wonder that Duchamp's artistic objects are often 

analyzed in terms of Saussure's theory of the sign. [Taylor, 1998] The artist's highly 

systematic mind combined with his passion for visual plasticity even led Duchamp to 

attempt a transfer of "the significance of language from words into signs, into a visual 

expression of the word, similar to the ideograms of the Chinese language. " [Judovitz, 1996: 

47] This desire to find a visual equivalent of the verbal system can be paralleled, among 

other things, with the already mentioned Rene Clair's idea of creating a cinematic language 

and teaching his spectators to perceive filmic images in close-ups as meaning entities similar 

to words. 
However, Duchamp's approach to the task is somewhat more theoretical and 

sophisticated, obviously once again influenced by his passion for chess. He was thinking of 

obtaining the so-called ̀ prime' words by analogy with numbers that are divisible only by 
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themselves or by unity. The next step would have been the substitution of new schematic 

signs for these prime words, the various syntactic elements being represented by different 

colours. Later in his life Duchamp suggested that filmic close-ups of disjointed large objects 

should replace words with a `dictionary' of `signs' free of conventional linguistic 

associations. Being "absolutely resistant to attack by meanings and all rules of syntax", these 

signs would "constitute what he called `pictorial nominalism'. " [Moure, 1988: 16] 

Once again, Duchamp's readymades as an artistic genre can be easily inscribed into 

this theory of "pictorial nominalism". Consisting of randomly chosen everyday objects 

supplied with unpredictable titles, their plastic-linguistic nature represents a paradigm of this 

visual language. The mutual contextualization of the visual and discursive elements draws 

attention to the fact that aesthetic representation is "less about objects proper [... ] than about 

conceptual operations in visual and discursive contexts. " The readymade, thus, presents in 

itself a "combination of visual and verbal signs, a three-dimensional emblem whose visual 

and discursive components are juxtaposed against each other like words within a language. " 

[Judovitz, 1996: 48] In order to achieve this harmonious combination of the verbal and the 

visual in his works, Duchamp makes use of his major organizing artistic principle, that of the 

multi-dimensional pun transgressing the borders between various media. 

There are also other borders that Duchamp's puns manage to dissolve, as the 

multiplicity of implied meanings contained in the verbal and the visual aspects of his works 

emerges from the "ambivalence of life and the openness of language. " [Graulich, 1999: 90] 

Duchamp's language games often contain subtle metaphorical statements about life and art 

that show the ultimate interpenetrability of the boundary between the two. The different 

levels of meaning demonstrate further on the absence of an absolute point of reference, the 

dissolution of the Saussurian signified under the continuous flow of signifiers expressed in 

various media and incessantly interacting with each other. 

In this respect, Duchamp's cinematic project, which consists of nine inscriptions in 

relief interchanging with ten circular drawings all being rotated throughout the film, looks 

like a continuation of his readymade experiments. Being mounted on a wheel, Duchamp's 

rotoreliefs very much recall a complex readymade in movement: "The referent and material 
basis or support of Anemic Cinema are themselves a combination of different readymades - 
the juxtaposition of optical graphic research and the readymade. " [Judovitz, 1996: 50] 

The artist insisted that the discs filmed in Anemic Cinema should be treated as 
"kinetic paintings", which enables researchers to echo his opinion claiming that "Duchamp's 
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film is not strictly cinematic, since it represents an effort to find "kinetic solutions to 

pictorial problems. " [Judovitz, 1996: 46] In a way, the artist tried literally to transgress the 

border between the static image and the moving one, recording the result in his film. Being 

such a curious example of `non-cinematic cinema', Anemic Cinema challenges the definition 

of both traditional and abstract filmic conventions by questioning the visual aesthetic status 

of the image. 

Spectators are deliberately and skillfully confused in their automatic optical response 

to the film's similar shots: although technically there is no difference between discs with 

words on them and those with spirals, the viewers' reaction to the two types of images is 

radically different. When the `spiral' discs appear on the screen, the eye seizes them as a 

whole, while their motion induces an optical illusion of three-dimensionality: "Some seem to 

protrude from the flatness of the screen, others look like conical depressions. " [Adams 

Sitney, 1990: 23] At the same time, the discs with words on them are seen as flat because of 

the viewer's "reflex to the familiar orthography of the Latin alphabet" [Adams Sitney, 1990: 

23] normally found on the flat surface of a page. To quote another critic, "Marcel 

Duchamp's Anemic Cinema (1926) seized precisely this aspect of film - its aesthetic void - 

through an extraordinary hyperbolization of both the spatial illusion of depth it achieves and 

the flat screen space of its projection. " [Jenkins, 2000: 266] 

Interestingly, this hypnotic and optically confusing nature of the moving image in 

Anemic Cinema is intensified by the rotation of the discs establishing a "movement within 

the frame which defies the linear movement of the film". [Judovitz, 1996: 52] The topic of 

circular motion, thus, once again emerges as a leading force in the French experimental 

cinema of the 1920s. In fact, the only linear moment of this astonishingly `round' film 

appears at the very start, when the two words of the title, Anemic and Cinema, are presented 

as diagonal mirrors suggesting an infinite perspective with a point opening up towards the 

spectator. Visually, the opening shot can be taken as a challenge to contemporary 

representational conventions: 

The perspectivism of traditional painting is here turned absurdly towards the viewer, since 

the effect of depth constituted by the later movement of the spiral opens up three-dimensionally and 

protrudes into the space of the spectator. [Adcock, 1989: 154] 
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Thus, Marcel Duchamp, like many other experimental filmmakers of his time, makes 

an attempt to confuse the spectators as to the border between the space of the artwork they 

are experiencing and their own physical surrounding, i. e. their immediate ̀ reality'. As the 

spirals constantly tend to "protrude into the space of the spectator" [Adcock, 1989: 154], 

every possible effort of the audience to create a stable spatial structure of the world fails 

while they are watching the film. 

Moreover, in order to read the words on the discs, the spectator is forced to adapt to 

the film's projection, either by moving together with the rotoreliefs, thus, negating their 

motion, or by fixing a point from which it is possible to read each word as it passes through. 

During this unusual viewing process the very border between the subject and the object of 

the look, as well as their nature, are questioned. In their movement the rotary discs resemble 

the shape of the eye. This illusion is carried on even further by the fact that rotoreliefs move 

in opposite directions and a flickering light constantly opposes the legibility of the verbal 

puns, creating the effect of natural blinking. The eye of the viewer is thus represented 

figuratively, being at once on both sides of the screen: 

The film graphically enacts the poetic transition between subject and object through the 

agglutination of their shared element, the eye serving as generator of both cognitive meaning and 

perception. [Judovitz, 1996: 51] 

Similarly, Duchamp's language games, including his switching from French to 

English spelling of the same word, tend to dissolve all fixed, culturally assigned meanings 

and annihilate the spectators' attempt to establish a definite understanding of the phrases 

functioning as subtitles. The anagrammatic play of the title Anemic Cinema, as well as that 

of the nine alliterative verbal puns, their texts sometimes containing similar cases of French 

`infected' by English, excludes the viewers from filmic representation, banning them from a 

stable subjectivity. The film's effort to destabilize the traditional spectator position, thus, 

proceeds in various directions, graphically by the spiraling rotoreliefs and linguistically. 

The rotational movement in Anemic Cinema also emphasizes the constant 
transformation from one possible meaning to another. Language and image become very 

similar and profoundly interdependent, as both create an illusion of `depth', that of three- 

dimensionality in the case of the spiral images and that of meaning generated by 

grammatical structure in the case of rotating texts. However, the impossibility to identify 
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with the projected material reduces the spectators' response to it to fundamental "irresolution 

and indifference, anesthetizing the viewer to both a purely visual or discursive experience. " 

[Judovitz, 1996: 48] 

As if continuing to destabilize playfully the conventional model of the world in the 

minds of its audience, Anemic cinema reveals another dimension: the optical effect of slow 

"pushing and pulling is explicitly linked to a familiar erotic movement" [Liebman, 1998: 

150], also reflected in the texts. Thus, the conventional boundaries between language and 

image are destroyed "as both are made to undulate with the same slyly erotic innuendo. " 

[Liebman, 1998: 150] The curious sexual aspect does emerge everywhere in the film, 

starting from the verbal puns on discs and ending with Duchamp's fingerprint signature 
followed by his notorious pseudonym, Rrose Selavy, which simultaneously suggests 

androgyny and palpability of the world. 

In the phrase Avez vous dejä mis la moelle de Tepee dans le poele de 1 'aimee? (Have 

you already put the marrow of the sword into the stove of the loved one? ) the figurative 

meaning of la moelle de Tepee (the marrow of the sword) and le poele de 1 'aimee (the stove 

of the loved one) overpowers the literal nonsense, as "the reference to sexual intercourse 

could hardly be more evident. " [Adams Sitney, 1990: 25] At the same time, the viewer is not 

quite allowed to make at least a figurative sense of it, as the punning collocations of la 

moelle de Tepee and le poele de 1'aimee "converge anagrammatically, signifying the 

reduction of sexual difference to indifference. " [Judovitz, 1989: 194-5] The metaphorical 

meaning is reinforced here through further word play on the multiple meanings of le poele, 

which, apart from the stove, signifies the sheet covering the dead, implying the opposition of 

Eros, the God of Love, and Thanatos, the God of Death. The ultimate indifference and 

anemic nature of any expressive language, verbal or visual, are thus highlighted. Such pre- 

dominance of figurative meaning in the verbal puns causes an expansion of the spiral 

images' interpretation as well: 

Suddenly the abstract gyrating shapes which rise from and sink into the plane of the screen 

come to resemble the igloos, breasts, welts, and genitalia evoked by the words. [Adams Sitney, 1990: 

25] 

Consequently, the sexuality implied by the film cannot be located in either the literal 

meaning of the words, or in the optical illusions seen by themselves: 
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The culminating reflex of the viewer's mind reads the figurative meaning of one part into the 

other. Duchamp suggests that cinema is anemic insofar as it depends upon such guidance. [Adams 

Sitney, 1990: 25] 

Similarly to Man Ray's L'Etoile de mer closely examined further in this thesis, 

Duchamp's Anemic Cinema questions the status of the intertitle in silent films that claim a 

certain equality of title and image. Part of Duchamp's filmic wit derives precisely from the 

recognition that the cinematic experience during the silent period was one of an alternation 

of reading and looking at images. The artist simply carries this revelation to an extreme 
limit: for every image offered in his film there is a verbal statement that seems, however, 

totally unrelated to the shot it is supposed to comment upon. To quote a critic, "Anemic 

Cinema literalizes and cartoons the material workings of silent cinema - its mix of palpable 

three-dimensionality and the obligatory book-space passages of intertitles. " [Jenkins, 2000: 

266] 

At the same time, the verbal discs produce an auditory effect in the imagination, 

introducing, thus, another type of automatism against which the spectator, whose mind is 

socially structured by the language system, is helpless. On the whole, Duchamp's film 

implies that cinema is anemic because it takes place in the mind of the audience through 

automatic responses. In reality, we are only `fooled into believing' that the successive still 
images actually move, that their flatness is three-dimensional and that they have a 

connection with their titles. 

Comparing Anemic Cinema with Duchamp's ready-mades, it is worth noting that 
"rather like the ready-made, which is doubly constituted through the interplay of an object 

and its title" [Judovitz, 1996: 46-47], the film presents in itself an anagrammatic art-object of 

uncertain nature. Like Duchamp's readymade Fresh Widow (1920) showing a French 

window with black leather panes suggesting a dark sky, Anemic Cinema "perversely plays 

with the transparency of the filmic medium in order to draw our attention to its material 

opacity. " [Judovitz, 1996: 50] The essence of Duchamp's challenging art-works, in whatever 

combination of media he created them, can only be located somewhere in between their 

visual sense and their literal meaning. 

From this perspective, it can be claimed that, however daring and controversial the 

early 200' century artistic experiment may have been, the multimedia art of Marcel Duchamp 

in the 1920s was amazingly ahead of its times. Generally speaking, both, his various 
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readymades and the unclassifiable Anemic Cinema, represented a totally new trend in 

abstract art. Moreover, the film appears to have a more specific cinematic implication: 

because of the optical illusion it creates, Anemic Cinema "points in the direction of the still 

distant cinemascope. " [Lebel, 1959: 51] 

According to the existing research, before he turned his attention to cinema, Marcel 

Duchamp was fascinated by stereoscopic photography, with its ultimate image in relief 

resulting from the audience's perception as they "synthesize two specially-taken 

photographs. " [Hein, 1979: 42] Thus, around 1920 the artist experimented with "anaglyphic 

process, which uses images taken and viewed through a red and green filter to produce the 

stereoscopic image. " [Hein, 1979: 42] In Duchamp's case, the appeal of stereoscopy seems 

to have been at least double-sided. On the one hand, it was ideal as it resulted in images 

"literally produced by the individual spectator, non-physical and non-negotiable" [Hein, 

1979: 42], which creates another direct link between Duchamp and contemporary 

experimental art. On the other hand, the dependence of stereoscopy on perspective must 

have also played a role. Thus, the title of Anemic Cinema, with its word-play and a "near- 

mirror anagram", evokes "the film's basic principle of visual and verbal material rotating in 

an endless continuum" [Hein, 1979: 42] and, in a way, `reading' back into itself. 

Paradoxically, the film that its maker conceived as a mere extension of his optical 

experiment turned out prophetic for the technical development of the cinematic art. For 

Duchamp himself "it was a kind of conclusion and termination of a long search" [Lebel, 

1959: 51], and, importantly, Anemic Cinema is his only statement in film and about films. It 

seems the artist could not have shown more than he did, as, in a certain way, even today's 

ultra-modem art has not added much to his creative argument. 

Thus, contemporary video installation artists, too, often focus their creative efforts on 

stereoscopic projections. For example, the British-born American experimentalist Zoe Beloff 

makes installations consisting of films shown on small screens through stereoscopic devices 

and wants the audience to think of her "as an heir to early filmmakers who went around the 

world with projectors under their arms". [Lewis, 2004] Beloff's attempt to link her own 

work to the origins of cinema is certainly reinforced by the fact that the early 20th century 

avant-garde artists, particularly Marcel Duchamp, were actively experimenting with 

stereoscopic projections. The time when stereoscopic films, or ghost shows, first became 

popular was the late 19th century, i. e. the epoch that has inspired quite a number of Beloff's 

pieces. Her videos and installations remind of the time when slides were projected onto a 
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glass wall, so that the virtual images were hovering on stage and the actors interacted with 

the three-dimensional images created by the stereoscopic projection. 

Stereoscopy is far from being the only link between post-modernist installation art 

and Duchamp's experiment. Thus, on the theoretical level, the fairly recent `deconstruction' 

trend in philosophy and literary criticism, identified in particular with Jacques Derrida and 

Paul de Man, seems to do precisely what Duchamp exercised more than half a century 

earlier. The central task of deconstructive criticism is to uncover "everywhere in the 

operations of language the subversion of stable meaning and fixed reference that Duchamp 

toiled to produce through his linguistic works and experiments. " [Seigel, 1995: 159-160] 

On a more profound level, Marcel Duchamp appears to have had a most visionary 

philosophical perception of the world that made him an emblem-figure in the eyes of the 

deconstructionalists. In his view, everything that exists in the three-dimensional world is 

only a `projection', a `depiction' or a `reflex' of invisible things that exist in another world 

of a higher dimension. Our organs of vision being limited to three dimensions, this higher 

dimension can only be accessed through imagination, which makes it a particularly 

appropriate world for an artist. In Duchamp's theory, the concept of the fourth dimension 

"serves to describe this hypothetical other world", where "all objects are images of other 

invisible objects, which themselves are also images. " [Molderings, 1999: 166] 

As the analogy may be carried on to the following levels infinitely, in Duchamp's 

mind the world presents itself as "an endless tunnel of mirrors, projections and illusions. " 

[Molderings, 1999: 166] Consequently, as we can derive our understanding only from 

appearances, not from the real objects themselves, "that which some philosophers call 

objective reality is, in principle, irrecognizable. " [Molderings, 1999: 166] It must be this 

direction of thought that allows the leading philosopher of post-modernism Jean-Francois 

Lyotard to maintain that 

Duchamp's many modes of denial that the world possesses an order capable of sustaining a 

stable, rational relationship between things can serve as a constant incitement to rediscover the 

heterogeneity and uncontainable fluidity that lies beneath our neverending attempts to order 

experience. [Seigel, 1995: 248] 

Unsurprisingly, Duchamp's objects and images reveal their border-crossing multi- 
dimensional nature and become icons of the post-modernist revolution, just like they were 
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icons of his contemporary movements. Duchamp's various experiments emerging from the 

idea of art losing its decorative role and `becoming a sign' led him to create an artistic genre 

based on three-dimensional multi-media montage. His readymades are direct ancestors, if 

not the earliest examples, of installations, highly popular in postmodernist art, as maintained 

quite recently: 

When Duchamp suspends the snow shovel of In Advance of the Broken Arm, when he puts a 

ball of string squeezed between two plates of brass in To Secret Noise, when he turns upside down 

the urinal of Fountain and presents it in an exhibition space, when he fixes on the floor the coat- 

hanger of Trebuchet, when he suspends from the ceiling the hat-rack of Hat Rack, he already makes 

installations! [Jang, 2001: 126] 

The very term of installation can be interpreted literally as the action of installing or 

putting an object in a place. The concept of an artistic installation denotes a whole ensemble 

of practices, a combined `dispositif transgressing the borders between the space of the 

artwork and the space of the spectator. Further in the same book on `Duchampian objects' 

we read: "The installation becomes attached not only to art and its limits, but also to the 

continuous rapprochement, or even to the fusion of art and life. "5 [Jang, 2001: 126] In this 

sense, it is no wonder that "the objects-installations by Duchamp mark the beginning of the 

movement that leads to the contemporary installation pieces"6, because in Duchamp's art 

"the space and the time in themselves constitute materials for artistic creation". [Jang, 2001: 

126] 

Being an emblem figure in contemporary art, Duchamp inspires video installation 

artists, who sometimes literally `quote' him in their works. Thus, a Japanese artist living in 

New York, Shigeko Kubota, makes numerous allusions to his art in her installations. For 

example, in Nu descendant 1'escalier (Duchamp) (Nude Descending the Staircase 

(Duchamp)) (1975) she builds monitors with images of a nude woman into the steps of a 

staircase, while in Meta-Marcel: fenetre [Duchampmania] (Meta Marcel: Window 

[Duchampmania]) (1976) she recreates the window of `Monsieur Marcel', as the TV box 

itself can be reduced to a simple carcass and provide a frame or a window of a small theatre. 

[Meredieu de, 2003: 73] 

However, the obvious parentage that Duchamp provided to video installations does 

not stop here. According to Chrissie Iles, Maurice Merleau-Ponty had claimed that "the 

infinite number of angles contained in a viewer's circumnavigation of an object renders that 
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object transparent. " [Iles, 2001: 35] This principle is largely demonstrated in Duchamp's 

three-dimensional glass pieces such as The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even, 

commonly known as The Large Glass (1915-23), and To Be Looked at (from the Other Side 

of the Glass) with One Eye, Close to, For Almost an Hour, commonly known as The Small 

Glass (1918). [Iles, 2001: 35] In both these works, transparent surfaces suggest projection, 

on the one hand, and the fourth dimension of time, on the other, which is precisely what 

video installations seem to address in cinematic terms: their interest in transparency and 

framing is clearly influenced, among other things, by the work of Duchamp. 

Suggesting that a work of art depends on the viewer to complete the concept, 
Duchamp probably could not foresee that "by the end of the century some works of art (such 

as interactive films) would literally depend on the viewer, not only to complete them, but to 

initiate them and give them context. " [Rush, 1999: 171] Thus, for example, to experience 

Geoffrey Show's installation The Royal Road (1985-1993), the viewer has to approach the 

piece slowly, while the projection changes in response to his or her movement. The impulses 

are caught by photo-cells in the floor and `transmitted' into the projection, which creates the 

effect of the audience literally entering the artistic space shown on the screen. The viewer 

appears to explore the landscape filled with symbols and allusions from art history enlarged 

in six different panels. One of them evokes Yves Klein's Arman (1960) - an electric-blue 

torso of a man, another alludes to Nagisa Oshima's film Empire of the Senses (1976), while 

the third one points to Hieronymus Bosch's The Garden of Earthly Delight (1504). 

As every step or other movement made by the viewer changes the form and the 

colour of the space, the audience simultaneously witness and ̀ create' the artistic piece that 

ignores the borders between the real and the virtual, the material and the non-material image. 

Interestingly, Show had already made a similar installation entitled Going to the Heart of the 

Center of the Garden of Delights (1986) which is also alluded to in The Royal Road. Thus, 

very much like Duchamp's Anemic Cinema, video installation art starts to read back into 

itself. 

Another video installation artist apparently influenced by Duchamp is Klaus 

Böhmler. His principle is that of demontage. Creating `readymades' of monitors, fragments 

and radio collages, he `tortures' the viewer with a horrid mixture of sounds. Thus, his 

Electronic Notebook (1993-1994) consists of a chair, a pile of newspaper TV programmes 

and two small monitors put into carton packs. Apparently, the pile of newspapers symbolizes 

the information age, while using the two monitors the artist splits the installation into the 
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audio and the visual parts. The upper monitor shows different records playing, with their 

sounds transmitted simultaneously. Classical music is mixed with electronic music and with 

the voice of Salvador Dali, as he explains in French his vision of art. The lower monitor 

projects images without a sound: they are Böhmler's drawings in a changing light. This 

clearly reminds the viewer of Duchamp's `non-cinematic film': he, too, was searching for 

optical effects based on his `material' works rather than focusing on the cinema per se. 

Similarly, the play of light and shadow in Böhmler's installation produces original effects 

and turns the purely graphic material into a simulation of a moving image. Thus, the TV 

becomes an electronic notebook for the artist. 

As stated by a contemporary specialist in video installations, Duchamp's importance 

for multimedia art "rests not only in what he did but in what he allowed or initiated in art. " 

[Rush, 1999: 21-22] The type of thinking he encouraged, his "liberal approach to materials 

and forms" put the idea in the limelight of artistic creation. [Rush, 1999: 21-22] Although in 

the mid-1960s critics were still arguing over the aesthetic value of Duchamp's upturned 

urinal submitted to an art exhibition in 1917 under the title of Fountain, by this time there 

were no more `boundaries' in art. This was largely the manifestation of the "ever increasing 

tendency in art toward eliminating the boundaries between art and everyday life, or, as 

history has come to treat it, between `high' and `low' art. " [Rush, 1999: 78] In other words, 

Duchamp's redefinition of art took form of "denying the possibility of defining art". [Gale, 

1997: 86] 

favorise toutes les sutures et tous les collages 
2 fart multimedia conduise ä un recyclage de l'imagerie du passe 
3ä I'histoire de I'art ou ä l'histoire tout court 
4 Quand Duchamp suspend la pelle ä neige de En avance du bras casse, quand il met une pelote de ficelle 

serree entre deux plaques de laiton dans A Bruit secret, quand il renverse l'urinoir de Fontaine et le presente 
dans un lieu d'exposition, quand il fixe au plancher le porte-manteau de Trebuchet, quand il suspend au plafond 
le porte-chapeau de Porte-chapeau, ii fait dejä des installations. 
S L'installation s'attache non seulement ä l'art et ses limites, mais aussi au rapprochement continu, voire ä la 
fusion de l'art et de la vie. 
6 les objets-installations de Duchamp marquent le debut du mouvement qui aboutit aux oeuvres d'installation 

contemporaines 
7 1'espace et le temps constituent en eux-memes des materiaux pour la creation artistique 
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2.4. Man Ray: Le Retour ä la raison (1923), Emak Bakia (1926) and L'Etoile de mer 

(1928) 

Man Ray, a talented American artist, was involved with the experimental issues of 

European modernism even before he actually came to France at the beginning of the 1920s 

and acquired a considerable fame as a creator of challenging artworks in various media. 

According to a critical testimony, as early as in 1913 the young American "was painting in a 

diluted Cubist manner, a few years later he was making abstract paintings of vaguely 

predatory, mechanistic forms and peculiar objects. " [Perl, 1988: 5-6] Being a rebel by 

nature, Man Ray instinctively denied any direct artistic influence on his own work, although 

he eagerly responded to contemporary innovative techniques in art, often incorporating them 

in his own creations. The quintessence of this Dada-biased attitude to the world reveals itself 

in that the artist "always tried to free himself of all constraints so as to be able to concentrate 

on being aware of the moment; for the moment encompasses the true realities of the creative 

act. " [Sers, 1982: 12-13] 

Like his friend Marcel Duchamp, Man Ray deliberately remained somewhat outside 

any artistic `camps'. However, his preoccupation with photography, an essentially surrealist 

art in the view of Andre Breton, urged the surrealists' leader to make the American artist his 

right-hand man in publishing journals like Litterature. However, Man Ray's involvement 

with surrealism could not be regarded as complete, as there existed some fundamental 

differences between his and the surrealists' respective world outlooks. Thus, "unlike the 

Surrealists, Man Ray had little interest in spiritualism. " [Ecotais, 1998: 35] Unquestionably, 

he was attracted by the mystery of the universe, but "for Man Ray the mysterious and the 

unknown were of an extremely concrete and clearly defined nature. " [Janus, 1982: 26] Being 

a "bemused urbanist", he was fascinated by "kitchen objects, friends, celebrities, lovers, art 

objects, hothouse flowers, and ideas gleaned from science. " [Perl, 1988: 10] A mixture of 

these supposedly incompatible concepts, images and forms always found a surprisingly 

harmonious expression in the work of Man Ray, who was successful both as a high-brow 

avant-garde artist and as a popular photographer fulfilling rich clients' orders and working 

for fashion magazines. 

His simultaneous interest in art and science inspired Man Ray to try out various 

artistic media, both on their own and in combination with each other. Still, in whichever 
frames it was originally conceived, Man Ray's work always presents in itself a constant 
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interplay between artistic genres, as well as certain displacement of forms and materials. 

Thus, his photography often tends towards painting, while his painting evokes his 

photographic experiments; his two-dimensional fine art pieces seem almost convertible into 

three-dimensional objects and sculptures, whereas his objects `magically' transform into 

paintings. What is particularly important with Man Ray's transgression of artistic borders is 

that he "was not trying to imitate one medium with another. he was trying to break down the 

distinction between high and low art and between different media. " [Settford, 1994: 50] 

Such an approach understandably led the artist to address the most modem media he 

could get hold of and work with them like very few people had tried before him. Having 

made photography his leading occupation almost as soon as he arrived in Paris, Man Ray 

embarked on a series of experiments that aimed at producing "an image that would preserve 

the ambiguity of objects exposed to the light by including their shadows. " [Martin, 1982: 7] 

For Man Ray, photography was, above all, the recording of light, which very soon became 

both his basic material and subject: "In his art, he played with the transitions from white to 

black as well as with their dynamic oppositions. Hence the importance he attached to the 

different shades of grey and to the gradations of light. " [Sers, 1982: 12] 

This enchantment by light and shadow would go through a considerable part of Man 

Ray's artistic career and find its realization in media other than photography as well. 

However, at the beginning of the 1920s photography remained his major field of experiment. 

Exploring the possibilities of the lack of focus led the artist to make the photographed object 

visually share the nature of its surroundings and merge with them in a symbiotic 

relationship. At the same time, solarization, invented by Man Ray, provided ways to disrupt 

figurative images taken with the camera without actually destroying them by means of an 
"obliteration of middle tones and a heightening of light-dark contrasts along edges" when 

"figures are transformed into silvery silhouettes. " [Perl, 1988: 8] 

Man Ray's experiments in photography seem to have developed in close parallel 

with the still topical innovations in contemporary painting: "With his solarizations Man Ray 

found a photographic analogy to the mechanization of the figure common in Cubist painting 

and sculpture. " [Perl, 1988: 9] However, the ultimately revolutionary photographic 

technique, which had a further application in Man Ray's cinema, was his rayograph. The 

process was discovered by accident, which made the new art form even dearer to its Dada- 

spirited discoverer. Its essence can be roughly described as putting various objects on 

unexposed film and flashing them for an instant so that the objects produce their own images 
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in pure light without any camera. Very soon after their invention, the dadaist leader Tristan 

Tzara suggested the inclusion of rayographs into Man Ray's first film Le Retour a la raison 

which was to be shown at the notorious Dada soiree Le Coeur ä barbe in July 1923. The 

idea found no resistance in Man Ray, who had been thinking of making a film for some time 

and had already shot a few scenes before Tzara approached him. 

In his own words, Man Ray's curiosity was aroused by the idea of putting into 

motion some of the results he had obtained in still photography: "My intention was to set to 

movement compositions that I was making in photography". ' [Mitry, 1974: 142] Francis 

Picabia's painting L'Oeil cacodylate (Cacodylate Eye), signed by the Parisian avant-garde 

milieu of the time, features Man Ray's occupation as "director of bad movies"2, which 

suggests the artist treated his cinematic efforts quite seriously, notwithstanding a touch of 

humour intrinsic in his personality. 

However, the exact line of experiment leading Man Ray to try out the filmic medium 

is of somewhat special interest. It seems to have been developing as a growing challenge to 

the established order of artistic creation represented by the generally accepted relationship 
between the instrument, the material and the final artwork. J. -M. Bouhours makes an 
intellectually appealing parallel between Man Ray's aerographs, i. e. paintings made without 

a brush, and rayographs, i. e. photos taken without a photographic camera leading the artist 

to make a film partly shot without a film camera: 

Every time it has to do with producing a sign belonging to the category that Pierce qualified 

as index, characterized by concrete physical contiguity with its referent, and, consequently, with 

putting in perspective, devaluing, or even suspending the mimetic connection (giving place to iconic 

signs in Pierce's terminology) on which was based a substantial part of artistic tradition. [Bouhours, 

1997: 14] 

In whatever medium Man Ray was working, he liked to stress its substantiality and 

the nature of the material whose particular organization gave birth to a certain artistic 

meaning. Thus, he sometimes wrote on film, even though, being written across the negative, 

the phrases were reversed in projection and became unreadable, like in the case of Le Retour 

ä la raison. However, the very presence of human handwriting in projection highlights the 

materiality of the film strip used like paper. Besides, it is precisely the unreadability and 

apparent meaninglessness of the phrase that helps destroy any implication of narrative, as 

well as any attempt of the viewer to identify with the world of the film. 
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Similarly, with his rayographs Man Ray placed concrete physical objects directly on 
the surface of photosensitive material before exposing it to light. A positive image gave him 

a well-outlined white shape against a black background, whereas the negative reversed it. 

These shapes were not artistic representations in the usual sense of the term, but rather exact 

physical reflections of real palpable objects, which justifies J: M. Bouhours's point about 

Man Ray's fundamentally avant-garde approach to the very idea of signs in art and the 

relationship between their form and meaning in a concrete artwork. 

In this sense, the ironic title of Man Ray's first film can be interpreted as the artist's 

own understanding of the primary cinematic material, i. e. the play of light on a surface. To a 

certain extent, Le Retour a la raison literally returns to the theoretical starting point of the 

filmic medium, taking account of its possibilities as an art. All the images in this short film 

refer to the various effects of light cast on different surfaces. Man Ray makes no attempt to 

construct a fictional space for his cinematic artwork by means of either shot-countershot or 

intertitles. Largely created as an improvisation during the last night before the show, Le 

Retour ä la raison is a curious mixture of artistic camerawork, animated rayographs and 

shots of some of Man Ray's two- and three-dimensional art objects, all this footage being 

organized in a very dadaist disruptive manner. Undoubtedly, the implications of the artist's 

previous photographic experiments were large and complex for his cinematic activities, both 

in terms of shooting and editing: 

Starting from photomontages, Man Ray thought that the filmic montage was (just like Max 

Ernst's "glued papers" or "verbal montages" of the Exquisite corps type) to allow peculiar effects 

owing to the chance of juxtapositions. All the more so as the "Rayograph" that he had just invented 

and that played with the photographic reality added to the originality of montage that of systematic 

distortions. 4 [Mitry, 1974: 141-142] 

When Man Ray exposed his rayographs to light and then processed the pieces, the 

pure shapes ̀ danced' against the contrasting background because of the slight variations in 

the way the objects were positioned in different frames. However, even by alternating 

positive and negative strips of rayographs Man Ray could only get a few minutes of this 

moving imagery. The process was too time-consuming for the needs of cinema, which must 

be why it was soon dismissed by its inventor as a major cinematic technique, even though its 

random nature fascinated Man Ray so much. The artist could not foresee how exactly the 

rayograph sections would appear on the screen, but he certainly complied easily with a large 
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percentage of unpredictability in his cinema: "All the films I made were largely 

improvisations. I did not write a scenario. It was automatic cinema. "5 [Mitry, 1974: 142] 

Quite in line with this testimony, Le Retour a la raison starts with a rayograph 
sequence: the initial shot of salt scattered on film appears as a shimmering field of white 

crumbs against the black background and negates, to a certain extent, the very representative 

nature of the cinema. Then Man Ray goes on exploring the effects of various objects 

randomly placed on the celluloid: a solitary black thumbtack moves around the white screen, 
followed by a flashing group of nails. The different placement of the thumbtack in each 
frame results in its `jumping' and imitating some kind of movement similar to rotation. A 

transitional shot of both thumbtack and nails is inserted before we see the cascade of the 

scattered flickering nails on their own. The rayograph sequence is then repeated in the 

positive version: the same objects in white now flash and dance on the black screen, 
interrupted only once by an unclear inscription in Man Ray's hand-writing. 

The exploration of light and darkness continues then in a more conventional 

cinematic manner: there are shots of street lamps in the dark, turning into lights on a rotating 

merry-go-round. The general movement of different lights and some indefinable shining 

spots is interrupted only once at the very beginning of the sequence by some bizarre 

symmetrical round shapes filling the screen. Thus, in the shots of the film taken with the 

camera there emerge additional concerns to those of the light and darkness oppositions 

evoked by the rayographs. Movement of light and shadows with the predominance of 

rotation clearly becomes Man Ray's main subject which he films from all sorts of angles. 

Interestingly enough, the artist had shot most of these rotating objects sequences before he 

was offered to make a film for a Dada soiree, which suggests his serious involvement with 

the idea for quite a long time. 

In Le Retour ä la raison Man Ray also shows his two-dimensional painting 

Dancer/Danger (1920) suggesting movement by blowing billowing smoke in front of it, 

since he could not rotate the painting. His printed Dada poem consisting of dots and dashes 

could not be rotated either, so it was simply set in motion by being jiggled from side to side. 
Another rayograph sequence is introduced, in which a number of geometric forms, such as 

spirals, circles and other unclear shapes, as well as the already familiar salt fields, continue 
the interplay of light and shadow animated by a whirling movement. 

Then a roll of paper placed in a vertical position is shown unreeling in front of the 

camera, followed by an egg carton hung on a string and filmed rotating so that it casts 
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various moving shadows on the wall that serves it a background. The short film ends with 

the image of a woman's nude torso positioned by a tulle window curtain that lets the 

daylight inside the room and casts soft circular shadows on the woman's body. She also 

turns slowly from one side to another while standing, which allows the tulle curtain to 

project its patterns on her slowly moving nude figure at its best. Man Ray's camera in Le 

Retour a la raison does not turn around the object in the process of filming: usually it is the 

object that rotates or moves otherwise in front of the static camera. 

It is also important that in most rotating shots the camera comes so close to the 

filmed object that it almost fills the screen suggesting the influence of the typically 

photographic close-up method. This characteristic of the film, as well as its editing, proves 

that the sequences dealing with objects seemingly selected by chance are, in fact, related 

through their slow rotating motion. Thus, the whirling egg crate casting bizarre shadows on 

the wall can be metaphorically connected with the turning torso of a woman in front of the 

tulle window curtain; the merry-go-round in motion suggests a visual comparison with the 

turning lampshade and so on. 

On the whole, despite being compiled very quickly and not particularly well- 

accepted by the avant-garde audience, Le Retour a la raison served Man Ray an important 

filmic exercise. Even though the film lasts only a few minutes, it contains many crucial 

themes, motives and devices developed in his subsequent films. It was not by chance that 

much of Le Retour ä la raison footage was later reused for Man Ray's longer, more carefully 

structured film Emak Bakia (1926). 

In fact, Le Retour a la raison was not the only source of borrowing for Emak Bakia. 

The historical account has it that in 1924 Man Ray shot another experimental film called Ä 

quoi revent les jeunes films (What do the young films dream about? ) in collaboration with 

Henri Chomette. However, on the film's completion, Comte Etienne de Beaumont who 

financed the project decided to appropriate it and show under his own name. Outraged, Man 

Ray and Chomette stole their film from de Beaumont and cut it apart to single out their 

respective contributions. Chomette's portions later became Cinq minutes de Cinema Pur 

(Five Minutes of Pure Cinema) (1925), while Man Ray's sections were incorporated into his 

next film Emak Bakia (1926), commissioned by Arthur S. Wheeler, a retired stock exchange 

magnate, who saw the cinema as the "future for all art and money making". [Moritz, 1995: 

119] 
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Man Ray approached this new task in his usual artistic manner, taking advantage of 

hazardous occurrences and random ideas and ending up with "a medley of sequences"6 

[Bouhours, 1997: 20] later combined with fragments of his earlier films and edited into what 

came to be known as Emak Bakia. Building on his previous filmic experiments, Emak Bakia 

is neither totally abstract nor narrative in the usual sense of the word. According to the 

filmmaker's own notes in the programme for the first showings in Paris and New York, 

Emak Bakia was to give "a pause for reflection upon the present state of the cinema. " 

[Hutton Turner, 1988: 161] It was neither an "objective" film, as Leger called Ballet 

mecanique analyzing the concepts of rhythm, speed and motion in fragments, nor was it a 

usual cinematic narrative similar to Hollywood productions, with their popular dances and 

songs, beautiful stars and luxurious cars. At the same time, in its improvisations Emak Bakia 

clearly exploits aspects of both approaches, being an ironic play on the cinema itself with its 

conventional devices. 

Investigating the possibilities for manipulation of the film medium, Emak Bakia 

emerges as a compilation of satirical shots and distortions that present light as the main 

visual and emotive power of film as such. Man Ray himself was well aware of the nature of 

his new creation and claimed that Emak Bakia was a "film composed of improvisations 

within a few square feet of space snatched from images in passing. If the screen on which it 

is projected could suddenly be snatched away, its projection through space itself would have 

no less meaning". [Hutton Turner, 1988: 161] 

The last remark seems extremely important as a testimony of Man Ray's deep 

understanding of the cinematic medium's vast and varied potential. Projecting a film 

"through space itself' [Hutton Turner, 1988: 161 ] is generally thought of as a radical artistic 

experiment that can be encountered on a more or less regular basis in the contemporary art 

of video-installation first and foremost. However, the historical evidence shows that, as early 

as in the 1920s, Man Ray was thinking of a similar experiment quite seriously and, 

according to some accounts, actually carried it out. In 1928 a costume ball was held in Paris 

by Count and Countess Pecci-Blunt and it was agreed beforehand that all their guests would 

be wearing white. [Hutton Turner, 1988: 161] Some oral accounts have it that Man Ray was 

present at the occasion and tried projecting a movie literally on dancing couples dressed in 

white: "From a high window, Man Ray projected a vintage hand-tinted Melies Brothers film 

onto the party guests, who were transformed, by the letters in the captions on the silent film, 

into an animated alphabet, dancing to the music. " [Prose, 2002: 233] 
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At the same time, when making Emak Bakia Man Ray seems to have been 

preoccupied with issues more typical of his epoch as well. Throughout the film quite 

recognizable images are juxtaposed to and transformed into unfamiliar ones by means of 

cinematic manipulation and montage, whereas the imagery of the opening and closing 

sequences, especially when interpreted in connection with each other, suggest a clearly 

surrealist outlook. 
Emak Bakia starts by introducing the very apparatus of transformation, a film 

camera, with Man Ray as a cameraman filming himself in a mirror. His eye looking upside 

down in the camera lens is visually accentuated in the frame by means of superimposition. 

The sequence lasts long enough for the viewer to become aware of all its details and 

suggests the visible world being reflected in the magic surface of the camera lens. The latter 

simultaneously serves a border between the rational and the irrational sides of man and 

universe. Similarly, the ending sequence of Emak Bakia shows Kiki's face with two pairs of 

eyes, one of them being real while the other is skillfully painted on her closed lids. This 

imagery again represents two different kinds of vision, namely seeing the familiar world 

through `normal' eyes versus seeing the irrational side of the universe with eyes closed in a 

dream. Merged together, the two visions give birth to surreality, i. e. the true and complete 

world as seen by Breton's group. 

In his account Man Ray confesses that he thought he "had complied with all the 

principles of Surrealism: irrationality, automatism, psychological and dreamlike sequences 

without apparent logic, and complete disregard of conventional storytelling. " [Kovacs, 1980: 

123] However, Breton and his followers refused to consider Emak Bakia surrealist. 

Apparently, they felt it was still too Dada because of Man Ray's extremely radical challenge 

to narrativity, his breaking of cinematic illusion by pointing to the film as a product of the 

camera and his use of abstract rayographs. Modem researchers also tend to place Man Ray's 

second film within Dada aesthetics rather than surrealist: 

Just like Ballet mecanique by Fernand Leger, Emak Bakia, shot in 1926 and mixing concrete 

elements pointlessly related between themselves and not less pointless abstract forms, too, is part of 

dadaism more than surrealism. ' [Bouhours, 1997: 20] 
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With that in mind, Emak Bakia still contains a number of surrealist themes and 

motifs that are undoubtedly important and cannot be totally dismissed in the general analysis 

of the film either. 
Set to the accompaniment of quite fashionable in the 1920s jazz music, Emak Bakia 

begins with a shot of its own title moving on the screen in a bizarre mixture of waving and 

whirling motion - an effect apparently achieved with the help of mirrors and distortion 

lenses. Thus, almost before its actual start, the film evokes techniques and devices already 

familiar from Man Ray's previous cinematic work. The opening sequence evokes typically 

unusual shooting angles, along with the image of the film-maker's eye `doubled' by the 

camera lens and turned upside down in the mirror reflection: "Reflected in the mirror, the 

image is a product of double interpretation: self-portrait admittedly, but a reversal of the 

dispositif of vision; the initial image is at first sight a meta-language. "8 [Bouhours, 1997: 56] 

The highly metaphoric but, nevertheless, `realistic' in the usual sense of the word 

beginning of Emak Bakia is immediately followed by an abstract sequence of salt crystals 

rayographs. Having enjoyed the play of rayographs for a few moments, Man Ray suddenly 

switches to a field of daisies, accentuating his interest in juxtaposing the abstract and the 

recognizable. The camera looks down on the daisy field, so that the flowers occupy the 

entire screen, just like the salt particles before them. An evident connection is made between 

the two shots by means of underlining the supposed similarity between the objects' shape 

and texture. 

Already at this initial stage of Emak Bakia, a difference in the manner of shooting 

movement can be traced, as compared to Man Ray's first film. With the field of daisies, it is 

the camera that describes a circle above the flowers, almost for the first time so far in Man 

Ray's cinematic career. The following sequence continues the exploration of movement, 

rotation in particular, with the help of rayographs from Le Retour a la raison, namely those 

of nails and a thumbtack. The whirling motion of abstract white shapes on the black screen is 

again followed by a realistic sequence of lights in the dark linked to the preceding rayograph 

shots by similarity in movement. 

Cheerful dancing music that accompanies this bizarre cinematic montage throughout 

Emak Bakia adds to the viewer's subconscious involvement with the filmmaker's interest in 

rotation, as well as creates a generally playful atmosphere. The first more or less ̀ narrative' 

segment in Emak Bakia opens with the image of eyes reflected in the headlights of a car. 
Then the automobile itself is shown driven by a lady in a black mask with eye-holes on 
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which Man Ray's camera makes a visual accent before he passes on to shooting the 

landscape from the fast moving car. The woman at the wheel of the Mercedes is Rose 

Wheeler, the wife of Arthur Wheeler who financed the project. She willingly participated in 

the shooting, as Man Ray specifically never wanted professional actors in his films. The 

visual connection between the strikingly human `eyes' of the car and the empty-looking eye- 

holes of a strangely faceless woman hidden behind the mask is purposefully underlined by 

the filmmaker: 

By a process that raises from metonymy, Man Ray moves on to two forward tracking camera 

movements: the first one towards the mechanical eye of the automobile, the second one on Rose 

Wheeler's face with a masked look. 9 [Bouhours, 1997: 56] 

Having thus skillfully confused the spectator as to the subject and the object of the 

look, Man Ray proceeds to filming the fast moving perspective of a highway bordered by 

trees. It is shot from an unusual angle, as if Man Ray was hanging out of the car leaning 

towards the road. Then suddenly a herd of sheep appears in the view and in the next 

sequence the camera looks at the rapidly approaching car from underneath, apparently, being 

positioned on the road. A pig is seen first lying in the sun and then suddenly jumping up, 
frightened by something. Then the view rotates in an incomprehensible sequence of shots 

suggesting the car's collision with the sheep. As Man Ray himself recalls, the idea of filming 

a collision came to him by accident, when Rose Wheeler driving at a high speed almost 

collided with the herd of sheep in reality. The filmmaker then "stepped out of the car" and 

threw the camera "thirty feet up the air, catching it again. " [Settford, 1994: 43] 
After this improvised visual account of an accident, the car comes to a standstill and 

pairs of elegant female legs are shown stepping down on the road from it. Obviously, it is 

one and the same pair, whose movements are repeated several times in a row, in order to 

establish a certain rhythm for a series of close-ups that follows this episode, namely those of 

supposedly female legs dancing the Charleston and a hand playing the banjo. In the next 

episode, the same ̀woman' (who, in fact, seems to be a man dressed in women's clothes) 

goes from the dancing hall into her boudoir, sits down in front of a mirror and starts 

arranging her appearance: putting on more make-up and jewelry, combing her hair and so 

on. Having finished these purely female activities, she then stands up and approaches the 

open doors of a balcony. 
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Contrary to the viewer's expectations, Man Ray does not show her emerging on the 

balcony from the room. Instead, the filmmaker's attention is now attracted by a beach, with 

another series of close-ups showing sea waves and foam, legs of a person lying on the sand, 

waves crashing on the beach and so on. While filming the sea, the camera makes a full circle 

round its axis, which results in a certain spatial confusion for the audience. This part of the 
film was, quite atypically of the artist, planned in advance, as Man Ray's testimony reveals: 
"There were other more carefully planned sequences... the sea revolving so it became sky 

and sky sea etc., all tricks that might annoy certain spectators. " [Settford, 1994: 43] 

At this point it is worth noting that video installation artists, too, at times seem to use 

rotational movement in their works, although they normally have quite different starting 

points. Thus, Man Ray's extensive use of objects' being moved circularly in front of the 

camera and then the rotational movement of the camera itself allowed him to examine the 

artistic potential of light and shadow play in photography when supplemented by the film's 

dynamic nature. As opposed to it, the use of rotation in the complex structure of Bill Viola's 

Slowly Turning Narrative (1992) suggests, first and foremost, a mental and spiritual exercise 
for the viewers, who have to assemble different parts of it into one multi-layered `narrative' 

from the work's title. 

As the viewers penetrate the dark room where Viola's projections are shown, they 

see a screen rotating around a vertical axis in the middle. The two projectors, placed each on 
the opposite wall, show their respective video recordings on the screen. While one of them 

represents a relatively stable image of a man, the other shows a fast changing sequence of 

various life situations: a wedding, a fairground, a house burning, a car crashing, a heart and 

an eye being operated upon, children playing and so on. With the help of the soundtrack, 

containing different sounds that correspond to the situations shown on the screen and a 

man's voice that enumerates various human attitudes and kinds of behaviour summarized in 

the phrase The one who..., the two projections are combined into a unique ̀ spatial narrative'. 
The work appears to depict life in its variety and suggest comments on it by the man 

from the other projection. In addition to that, the viewers repeatedly see their own reflection 
in the mirror surface of the other side of the rotating screen. This, in a way, leads the viewers 
to include themselves into the `spatial narrative' of the installation and experience all the 

situations shown as parts of their own lives. The video sequences help support this 
impression, performing the role of a metaphorical mirror which the artist holds up for his 

own and his viewers' self-examination. As the voice from the soundtrack recites phrases 
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referring to the self, the viewers see their own bodies in the mirror. Again, although not yet 

including their audience in their works literally, early 20`h century experimental filmmakers 

do make vast use of mirrors and mirror images in their films. This can be seen in Ballet 

mecanique and Man Ray's early cinema to name but a few examples. 

Most of the figures in the sequences of Viola's installation appear to be self-absorbed 

and so become the viewers. The rotating screen and the images, both projected and reflected, 

seem to exercise some magnetic influence on those watching them, similar to the one the 

spectators of Man Ray's films, as well as Duchamp's Anemic Cinema, experience, when 

they watch the rotating images there. Thus, in a way, Viola's Slowly Turning Narrative 

situates the viewer within his or her own mind. According to the artist himself, the "entire 

space [of the installation] becomes an interior for the revelations of a constantly turning 

mind absorbed with itself. " [Neumaier, 2004: 48] 

Moreover, the Slowly Turning Narrative illustrates a particular function of space in 

video art by shifting the very experience of art perception away from the TV screen to the 

physical space around it and further into the mind of the viewer. The overall complexity of 

the work is provided by the spatial organization of the room, which includes the rotating 

screen with primary projections on it, the secondary projections of images that get dispersed 

along the walls, the soundtrack and the mirror. The crucial element, however, is, like with 

most installations, the presence of the viewer, whose mind becomes the focus of the work's 

meaning. This could, of course, be only vaguely foreseen in the 1920s, which is why Man 

Ray, having rotated his camera around its axis, looks for another challenge in the 

surrounding world. 
Now his camera submerges under the water and, using distortion lenses, shows fish, 

whose movements produce arabesque shadows entering into a fantastic interplay with the 

filmed images themselves. Although the focus and the tempo of the film shift constantly, 

they always return to the ongoing theme of axial motion and light. Thus, after this prolonged 

sequence of human and animal images, there appears a shot of Man Ray's rotating cork 

figure entitled Fisherman's Idol. Then geometrical figures, such as cones, spheres and 

cylinders, are shown in front of the artist's cubist painting Dance (1915). The male manikin 

in Man Ray's collage Homme d'affaires (Businessman) "springs from a standing position up 

into the air and down again, lines tracing its course [... ] followed by improvisations on a still 

life with dice and an electric logo. " [Hutton Turner, 1988: 162] 
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All these abstract forms then start to interchange with sequences of familiar images, 

the first of which shows a waking face of a woman behind a slowly removed fan. She opens 

her eyes and fades into a shot featuring a merry-go-round and some rotating crystals that 

produce an amazing play of light rays and their reflections in the crystal surfaces. The 

woman's face is repeated again: this time she quickly opens her eyes and smiles with her 

image fading into a well-lit coral-shaped flower clearly seen against the dark background. 

The woman appears on the screen again, with her face above her hands lying on the table. 

The visual accents in the frame are placed on her large seal ring and her lips that start to 

move, as if she were trying to speak. 

This episode seems to be particularly characteristic in terms of challenging the 

spectator's perception. Since the film does not tell a `story' in the usual sense of the word, 

the spectator realizes that the woman does not address any other character inside the closed 

fictional world of Emak Bakia. On the contrary, being opposed by the woman's face in 

close-up, with her eyes looking straight at them, the audience feel as if she were talking to 

them through the border of the screen. Instinctively they try to strain their hearing in order to 

make out what the woman is saying. Obviously, their expectations are not meant to be met 

and soon the whole image dissolves into bright light. Abstract rotating surfaces and sparks of 

light playfully flash on the screen for a while, when suddenly both the film and its musical 

accompaniment are cut short. In complete silence a subtitle is displayed against the black 

background that reads La Raison de cette extravagance (The Reason for this extravagance). 

After this verbal interruption in the smooth development of the filmic montage the 

last `narrative' sequence starts. To the tune of "Merry Widow Waltz" a car pulls up to a 

house door in a city street and an impeccably dressed dandy (Jacques Rigaut, according to 

the historical accounts) with a briefcase in his hand gets out of it and enters the building. 

Inside he opens his briefcase and starts emptying it. The briefcase turns out to contain 

nothing more than numerous white collars that Rigaut tears up methodically, ending up with 

tearing off his own flawless white collar and adding it to the heap. Two of these collars then 

dance and twirl vertically in a close-up dissolving into some kind of distorted white barred 

windows and still rotating in the same manner. Presumably human hands and their shadows 

are then filmed from below. 

At this point Man Ray seems to be bringing together the two dominant themes of the 

film by coupling suggestive shots of human presence with abstract light rotations. Supplying 

an "explanation" to the "extravagance" of Emak Bakia that does not explain anything at all, 
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but only carries on exploiting the same motives and techniques, Man Ray highlights the 

discontinuous nature of his film. However, the artist's disregard for compositional concerns 

also shows that he had "no wish to satisfy the aesthetic appetite of the devotee of 

vanguardism any more than to please those who hoped simply to see a movie "make sense" 

before it came to an end. " [Matthews, 1971: 81] Although any hint of story is constantly 

undermined, the film does include a few more or less conventionally filmed sequences, 

introduced, according to the filmmaker himself, on purpose, "so that the spectators would 

not think" he was being "too arty. " [Matthews, 1971: 80] 

Having thus overthrown all possible expectations, Emak Bakia ends with a close-up 

of Kiki's face. She opens her eyes and shuts them again to reveal another pair painted on her 

lids, illustrating one of the leading motives of the film, namely "a startling confrontation of 

real and imagined. " [Philips, 1988: 199] As if in response to the film's joke, Kiki smiles 

broadly exposing the word Finis (End) written in black dissolving letters on her teeth. 

Foreseeing the viewers' ambiguous reaction to the film, Man Ray prepared a defense for his 

creation in its very title: 

In reply to critics who would like to linger on the merits or defects of the film, one can reply 

simply by translating the title `Emak Bakia', an old Basque expression, which was chosen because it 

sounds prettily and means: ̀Give us a rest'. [Hutton Turner, 1988: 164] 

Being a parody of the cinema at the contemporary stage of its development, Man 

Ray's Emak Bakia seems to build up, first and foremost, as a series of visual associations 

rather than thematic ones. Thus, for example, the sequence that features running sheep is 

later recalled in the memory of the viewer who sees multiplied human legs stepping out of a 

car and then dancing the Charleston. Playing around the very concept of vision, Man Ray 

turns his camera upside down, shoots various close-ups at unimaginable angles to be 

followed by quite familiar scenes seen from normal perspectives. On the whole, 

Emak Bakia was pure visual poetry and showed Man Ray in full command of the medium of 

film: slowing it down, speeding it up; touching down in the objective world then pulling away to 

abstraction; creating suspense and exploding it with laughter. [Hutton Turner, 1988: 163] 

As a work of "pure visual poetry" [Hutton Turner, 1988: 163], the film 

unsurprisingly makes considerable use of the eye motif actively exploited by Man Ray 
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throughout his artistic career. The eye images seem to explore, together with the filmmaker, 

the possibilities of montage and superimposition, metaphorically becoming the subject of the 

cinematic activities. Their being the "subjects of the shots" [Kovacs, 1980: 130], as well as 

their objects, is reinforced by the association of the eye motif with the beginning of the 

`narrative' sequences: "The film by Man Ray is in fact entirely structured by the question of 

the look and the seeing. i1° [Bouhours, 1997: 56] This counter motion of the two looks, one 

belonging to the spectator of Emak Bakia, the other, in a sense, to the film itself, entitles 

Man Ray's creation to the status of an `experimental' artwork in a particular understanding 

of the concept. The uncertainty of the spectator about his or her own spatial position 

regarding the film is implied by Man Ray's attempt to make the subject and the object of the 

look interchangeable: 

The experiment lies with the spectator in his willingness to accept what his eye conveys to 

him. The success of the experiment is in proportion to the desire to discover and enjoy. [Foster, 1988: 

255] 

Similarly, the eye motif recurs in Man Ray's non-cinematic works created around the 

same time as Emak Bakia. Thus, he uses the image of an eye cut from a photograph and 

mounted on the moving pendulum of a metronome in his Objet indestructible 

(Undestroyable Object) (1923). Another cut-out eye-image appears in Man Ray's Boule sans 

neiget (Ball without Snow) (1927), whereas its painted version is part of his Trou de Serrure 

(Keyhole) (1928), a picture that evokes the old eye-to-the-keyhole joke from numerous 

popular films of the time, which Man Ray must have known well. An erotic meaning is 

clearly implied in presenting the keyhole both as a metaphor for female anatomy and a likely 

spot for a voyeur. This interpretation of the picture is intensified by the presence of an 

abstract key-like image on the right in the painted composition, suggesting a phallic 

connotation and some kind of activity going on behind the door. 

The mystery with which the surrealists surrounded the image of the woman as a 
`female mediator" 1 between the man and his rational vision of the world, on the one hand, 

and the irrational nature, the mythical origin of the universe, on the other, clearly appealed to 

Man Ray as well. A heterosexual union was treated by the surrealists as a perfect merging of 

the two basic life forces leading to the long-searched surreality. Thus, the shots of women in 

Wordplay based on the French expression 'boule de neige' ('snowball' in English). 
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Man Ray's Emak Bakia create an effect of mystery and wonder close to surrealist standards, 

while the presence of a ̀ woman' looking very much like a transvestite is greatly responsible 
for the intriguing nature of the whole sequence. Later in the film, the awakening of a woman 

whose eyes enigmatically look into the eyes of the spectator again evokes a sense of 

mystery. Every time the woman's face re-appears on the screen, her eyes are actively 
involved in the construction of the film's overt meaning: 

Each [face - E. D. ] addresses, by a look that sometimes smiles, sometimes pouts, to the 

camera that looks at it. Man Ray thus marks the permanent passage from the real world to the domain 

of the imaginary and gives a second reason for the visual extravagance that he has just offered. " 

[Bouhours, 1997: 56] 

In the meanwhile, the flower inserted between the two shots of the woman seems to 

introduce a metaphor for feminine beauty, a device eagerly re-used in multiple variations in 

Man Ray's next film L'Etoile de mer (1928). 

As opposed to the artist's previous cinematic works, L'Etoile de mer was not a 

complete improvisation without a scenario. Based on a surrealist poem by Robert Desnos, it 

is often considered Man Ray's "most `constructed' film"13 [Bouhours, 1997: 21], clearly 
dependent on its written source. On first hearing Desnos read the poem, Man Ray was 
impressed by its resemblance to a filmic sequence, "each line seeming to present a clear, 
detached image" [Matthews, 1971: 81 ] with "no dramatic action, yet all the elements for a 

possible action" [Kovacs, 1980: 141], which appears an ideal starting point for an 

experimental film that intended to neglect conventional narrative rules. 
The poem itself was long considered lost until the recent discovery of a manuscript in 

Desnos's hand with annotations by Man Ray that seems remarkably close to the finished 

cinematic version of L'Etoile de mer. [Kuenzli, 1998: 207-215] The film, very much like the 

poem, ended up consisting of little more than gestures, symbols and visual descriptions, all 

of which create certain moods but do not build up a ̀ story' in the generally accepted sense of 

the word. 

However, unlike Man Ray's previous films, L'Etoile de mer does not contain any 

shots of form and light abstractions either, although there can be traced certain visual 

allusions to them. Very few technical devices, such as a multiply split screen at one point, 

are taken advantage of in the film and the only visual distortion in it is the use of a gelatin 
filter over the lens. The purpose of the last technique was to create "a mottled or cathedral- 
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glass effect through which the photography would look like sketchy drawing or painting. " 

[Matthews, 1971: 82] Interestingly, even that distortion, according to some historical 

accounts, was introduced by Man Ray due to his concern about nudity censorship rather than 

in pursuit of any artistic aims. From this perspective it becomes rather obvious that the 

experimental character of L'Etoile de mer is of a somewhat different nature than that of Man 

Ray's previous films, with its challenge lying elsewhere. 

Many researchers tend to see the "relative success" of L'Etoile de mer in "felicitous 

blending of the language of the cinema with the verbal poem which inspired an attempt to 

parallel its effects in the medium of the film. " [Matthews, 1971: 83] These `parallel effects' 

realized simultaneously in two media are, however, meant to be perceived on equal terms 

and in a complex harmony with each other, which makes the film all the more attractive for 

analysis: 

It is probably the most interesting film of the latter [Man Ray - E. D. ]. It is not presented, as 

they sometimes hastily say, as an illustration or a commentary of the poem by Desnos, but rather as 

the adjunction of one poetic universe to another. The success owes to the fact that the two languages 

talk back to each other without annoying: the film develops an autonomous course regarding the 

poem in such a way that their layout constitutes a new poem. 14 [Mitry, 1974: 145] 

Such an approach to the film's `multimedia' essence was encouraged by the very 

nature of Desnos's poem. In the 1920s Robert Desnos was seriously elaborating on the 

poetic potential of the interplay of language units belonging to different language levels. The 

absence of a clear connection between the sounding and the meaning of the word became an 

inexhaustible source for artistic experiment, making anagrams, homonyms and other 

linguistic phenomena an intrinsic feature of his poetry. Sharing this passion for language 

play, Man Ray, undoubtedly, felt the polysemantic nature of the poem L'Etoile de mer, 

starting from its very title, and carried it on into his film: 

Man Ray seems to have chosen this time the "starry" polysemy of the language. [... ] the start 

of the film is thus not only aquatic, but also astronomic (shot of starry night), urban (at the same time 

Desnos writes a text, "The Square of the Star"), and it also denotes the good luck (the lucky star) that 

the magnified beloved woman (Kiki, star of the film) brings. '5 [Bouhours, 1997: 21] 
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Because of its close ties to Desnos's poem and its lack of abstract shots, L'Etoile de 

mer is certainly more surrealist than any other of Man Ray's films. As such, it can be 

analyzed in literary terms, especially taking into account its plot typical of surrealist 

literature, i. e. an encounter of a male protagonist with a strange woman. As Man Ray was 

working on his L'Etoile de mer, the surrealist leader published one of his most important 

prose works Nadja (1928). The book that chronicled Breton's real life meetings with an 

enigmatic, mentally unstable woman and Man Ray's film shot the same year reveal strong 

visual and thematic parallels. 

Being, to a certain extent, a `multimedia' work as well, Nadja features photographic 

representations of certain objects, people and places, as well as the heroine's drawings, all of 

which play their part in the book's overall structure. It is worth noting that, among other 

images, Nadja contains two pictures of Robert Desnos taken by Man Ray and showing the 

poet in the state of a hypnotic sleep. Desnos had a reputation for being able to compose 

poems in the state of trance achieved by means of `autohypnosis'. In his poetry, much of 

which is the result of these autohypnotic activities, there often features a fascinating but 

impossibly distant female called "the mysterious one". 16 L'Etoile de mer, thus, presents 

another version of a surrealist encounter with "the mysterious one", building up as a 

sequence of various actions, themes and inner motives that propel its characters, rather than 

telling a usual `story'. 

By the same token, Man Ray's film is not `about' its characters who are seen as some 

sort of "human vessels containing psychic forces. " [Kovacs, 1980: 142] That is why L'Etoile 

de mer, just like Man Ray's previous films, needed no real actors, the parts being played by 

his mistress Kiki, Desnos's neighbour and Desnos himself. While the characters are regarded 

as mere puppets performing certain actions in front of the camera, the real object of the film 

is human "psychic forces" [Kovacs, 1980: 142] represented through symbols in the context 

of the characters' behaviour. As Desnos often indicated in his writing on cinema, personal 

dramatization was out of place in surrealist films, as the very art of acting seemed based too 

firmly on the needs of the theatre condemned by the surrealists. 
Interestingly, surrealist poetry and literature per se seem to continue inspiring `art of 

the moving image'. Thus, the Danish video artist Torben Soeborg shot Les Demoiselles de 

Buenos Aires (The Young Ladies of Buenos Aires) (1998) under the influence of Paul 

Eluard's poem published in the surrealist journal Minotaure in 1935. Similarly, his earlier 

Video: Ceci est la Couleur (Video: This is the Colour) (1985) and Distance de Fee: L'Heure 



158 
des Traces (Distance of Fairy: The Hour of Traces) (1986) were literally born out of their 

own titles that combined a number of surrealist quotes. 
To reinforce the connection, Soeborg introduced in his work a photo of Andre Breton 

made when the future leader of the movement was 18 months old and the image of a ticking 

metronome with a picture of an eye on its arm, reconstructing the already mentioned Objet 

Indestructible by Man Ray. Both, the picture of Breton as a child and the video image of a 

metronome, question the nature of time in Bergson's terms. They both symbolize the 

merging and the interchangeability of the past and the present metaphysically, as well as at 

the purely technical level. On the one hand, the long-dead Breton inexplicably comes back to 

life as a toddler in a static image created with the help of the `old' photographic technique. 

On the other, the rhythmically moving metronome clearly points to the early 20th century 

piece of technical equipment and artistic source, yet generally alludes to the indifferent and 

fluid nature of time. 

That surrealist aesthetics is still a strong and recognized influence in today's art can 
be seen in the following excerpt from Torben Soeborg's interview, as the artist claims to 

have personally picked up inspiration from surrealism as it is expressed by Andre Breton, 

when in the Manifesto he talks about the struggle to liberate the modem mind from the prevalent 

trend to hold on to tradition. [Soeborg, 2003] 

In a way, video artists often recognize the importance that the surrealist image 

juxtapositions produced by dreams and hypnotic activities can have for the new media art. 

Thus, Soeborg interprets the essence of surrealist aesthetics as "an attempt to provoke the 

experience and re-recognition of new relations through the emancipation of fantasy, dreams 

and utopia". [Soeborg, 2003] Following Herbert Marcuse, he strives to "speak the contra- 

language of fantasy, which today is the only human language and the truth of poetic 

language". [Soeborg, 2003] 

As mentioned before, many of the Danish artist's video works are literally inspired 

by quotes from surrealist writers and poets. For example, his Man Cut by Window (1984) is 

based on the notorious dream described by Andre Breton in the first Manifesto of Surrealism 

(1924): 

One night before falling asleep, I became aware of a most bizarre sentence.. .a sentence, I 

might say which knocked at the window... Unfortunately, I still cannot remember the exact words to 
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this day, but it was something like: "A man is cut in half by the window"; but it can only suffer from 

ambiguity, accompanied as it was by the feeble visual representation of a walking man cut in half by 

a window perpendicular to the axis of his body. It was probably a simple matter of a man leaning on 

the window and then straightening up. But the window followed the movements of the man and I 

realized that I was dealing with a very rare type of image. [Breton, 1988: 325] 

Soeborg's video was produced at a workshop in a house with a number of old 

windows in the big attic, which created a strong allusion to Breton's text in the artist's mind. 
He, thus, filmed the other workshop participants standing behind the open windows and 

moving so that they were "cut perpendicular". [Soeborg, 2003] Following their movements, 

the freely hanging window frames inevitably shifted slightly from side to side. 

Naturally, the use of literary sources for visual artworks is far from limited to the 

surrealist aesthetics. Thus, Aiyoung Yun's multimedia video installation Song of Mandrake 

(1999) appears to be based on the 170' century poem entitled Twickenham Garden by the 

English metaphysical poet John Donne. Just like the repetitive use of the flower image in 

Desnos's poem and, consequently, in Man Ray's film, the image of the mandrake plant 

seems to unite Donne's original poem and Aiyoung Yun's complex multimedia piece. While 

in the poem it is a symbol of carnal love and desire, also pointing to the fatal limits of a 

human destiny controlled by time, the installation appears to develop the mandrake's 

multiple symbolic meaning further with the help of modem media. 

The main video projection on a big screen shows a landscape, apparently a garden, 

which is suggested by tree images and also by the artificial flower hill arranged on the floor 

beneath the screen to create a three-dimensional space. The sequence starts with the 

immense image of the sky, whose constantly changing colours allude to the eternal and 

indifferent movement of time around the clock. While the sky gradually changes from dawn 

via the bright day and the twilight to the almost complete darkness of the night, a human 

figure is floating in the air, appearing at first at a distance and then coming closer, as if 

towards the viewers. Its movements are accompanied by the distinct sound of human 

breathing, which enhances the impression of its real presence in the three-dimensional space 

of the audience. 

Breathing heavily, the mysterious person in the sky seems to be moving towards an 
invisible goal, apparently symbolizing all humanity and evoking the audience's own 

uncertainty about their life aims. In the middle of the three-dimensional flower field in front 

of the main screen, a big clock is placed on top of a pole. Presumably it is there to warn 
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people of the passage of time that influences everyone and everything in the visible world, 

reminding the viewers of their ultimate mortality. 

Simultaneously the dial of the clock serves as another screen for the video projection 

of two human hands: projected on the clock's hands in movement, the human hands seem to 

be trying to seize those of the clock. This can be interpreted as an allusion to our vain 

attempts to conquer and defeat the temporal limits of our physical existence. As the human 

lifetime confines everyone to a certain number of years on Earth, it metaphorically enslaves 

us inside our own lives, urging us to leave a trace in history. This trace might allow us to 

surpass the temporal borders of our physical existence and stay in the memory of future 

generations. 

Although it might be an elusive hope, as human memory, too, tends to be rather 

treacherous and uncertain, Aiyoung Yun's work clearly manifests the multiplicity of 

temporal dimensions and the freedom attributed to the human spirit to wander in different 

worlds. This creates another parallel between the Song of Mandrake and Man Ray's L'Etoile 

de mer, which, too, tends to erase the borders between the `real' time and space, on the one 

hand, and those of a dream, on the other, although in a purely surrealist manner. 

Man Ray's film opens with a shot of a starfish rotating in a circle of light. The image 

illustrates the title of the film, while "its hazy rotation already suggests its symbolic use and 

recalls the rotations of geometric forms of the previous two films. " [Kovacs, 1980: 134-135] 

Hand-written inscription then appears in the same circle of light: The Starfish/ poem by 

Robert Desnos as seen by Man Ray. '7 The use of light and shadow in their interplay is, no 

doubt, characteristic of Man Ray's cinematic practice, and so are circular forms and rotation 

images. 

J. -M. Bouhours points out quite correctly that "as seen by Man Ray relates not only 

to the vision of the poem by the filmmaker, but also to the very nature of vision via a 

shooting apparatus in general. s18 [Bouhours, 1997: 71] Just like two years before in Emak 

Bakia, Man Ray seems to warn the audience from the very start about the nature of cinema. 

The alternation of normal and gelatin lenses subtly demonstrates the specificity of the world 

seen through a layer of glass: 

The alternation of focals underlines first of all that films are photographed through lenses. 

L'Etoile de mer is a film about the vision of the world through layers of glass. The shooting 

apparatus always protects the sensitive surface of the film from the external world by a wall of glass. 
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It follows from there that the supposedly normal lens is just as artificial as the granulated lens. 19 

[Bouhours, 1997: 71] 

Seeing the world through a glass lens is particularly important in the context of the 

surrealist aesthetics. Being associated with alchemy, glass objects in surrealist art often 

represent vessels where the ultimate fusion of opposite natural elements takes place. 

Characteristically, the whole action of L'Etoile de mer is placed between two almost 
identical hazy shots of a big round window functioning as a door. It is shown opening at the 

beginning of the film and closing at the end of it, as if letting the spectator in and out of the 

cinematic world incarnating a huge alchemical vessel. According to Steven Kovacs, "in such 

a way Man Ray ascribes to the entire film a quasi-imaginary quality. " [Kovacs, 1980: 136] 

Similarly, the already mentioned Breton's Nadja is conceived as a book that keeps its 

doors open, freely letting its characters and readers in and out: "I persist in [... ] not being 

interested in books other than those left flapping like doors and for which one does not have 

to look for a key' . 2Ö [Breton, 1988: 651] Man Ray's vision in L'Etoile de mer clearly echoes 

the artistic concerns of the surrealist leader, for whom even the topic of glass turns out 

equally important. Throughout Nadja Breton develops the image of the house of glass2' 

where the answer to the main question of the book contained in its first phrase Who am I? 22 

is supposed to come to him: 

As for me, I will continue to live in my house of glass, where one can always see who comes 

to visit me, where everything suspended to the ceilings and to the walls holds to them as if by magic, 

where I rest at night on a bed of glass with glass sheets, where who I am will come to me sooner or 

later engraved in diamond. 23 [Breton, 1988: 651] 

Just like Breton's book, Man Ray's film is primarily interested in depicting the mind 

of the male figure searching for his real self. The motif of a mystical voyage, of the character 

meeting a strange beautiful woman by chance and later wandering with her in the labyrinth 

of city streets represent the search for surreality inside the person's mind. 
As a man and a woman walk together along the road in the first shot of L'Etoile de 

mer, after the audience have been ̀ let in' through the glass door, we realize that the sequence 
is, "by and large, distorted optically, but there are details filmed through a `normal' lens. " 

[Adams Sitney, 1990: 28] Knowing Man Ray's skill as an artist in full command of the 

camera lens focus both in photography and cinema, we can only perceive this alternation of 
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optical perspectives as purposeful and significant, combining the visual representations of 

both the outside and the inside of the character's mind. It gradually becomes clear to the 

spectators that it is not a `love story' they are going to witness, although to a certain extent 

the film is concerned with the nature of human sexual and emotional relationships. Being 

"archetypal figures who have always known each other" the characters "react to certain 

things which characterize a love relationship in a number of expected and unusual ways. " 

[Kovacs, 1980: 141] 

They are shown walking along the road to the tune of a popular song about love in 

Paris. A close-up of the woman's legs is followed by the sight of her looking around and 

bending down to arrange her stocking. However, the first verbal image of the film seems to 

have nothing to do with the scene - women's teeth are such charming objects... 24 Almost all 

inter-titles in L'Etoile de mer are shown in white print against a black background: they stay 

on the screen long enough for the viewer to read them and realize their incoherence with the 

visual sequence. The verbal and the visual images apparently contradict each other in a way 

similar to the one that the Belgian surrealist painter Rene Magritte practised in his works. As 

a result, a certain poetic space opens up between the implied signified and its multiple 

signifiers expressed in different media. 

In the view of Steven Kovacs, in L'Etoile de mer the flow of diverse images 

interrupted by poetic, but often puzzling, captions conveys a "simultaneity of emotions 

which are present in every moment of a love relationship. " [Kovacs, 1980: 141-142] The 

close-up of the woman arranging her stocking, followed by the next line of Desnos's poem 

... that one should only see them in a dream or at the moment of love2S, creates another 

strong allusion between Man Ray's film and Breton's Nadja. Towards the end of the book, 

Breton confesses having tried to seize photographically the key images of Paris where his 

adventure with Nadja unreeled. However, the places "more or less defended themselvess26 

[Breton, 1988: 746] against his idea, making the surrealist leader regret among other things 

the impossibility to obtain an authorization to take a picture of a charming wax figure in the 

Grevin museum. The figure was one of a woman arranging her suspender in the shadow and 

"the only statue" Breton knew "to have eyes, those of provocation. "27 [Breton, 1988: 747] 

The book contains, however, the photo of the figure in question, remarkably similar to the 

still from Man Ray's film. 

The woman having arranged her stocking, the two characters of L'Etoile de mer walk 

on to a house and up a spiral staircase. The next shot features a room with a bed, where the 
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male character sits watching the woman undress. Against the viewer's expectations, no love 

scene follows. When the woman is completely nude, the man kisses her and leaves, his 

actions being preceded by a verbal inter-title in big print reading Farewell. 28 In this part of 

the film the verbal and the visual seem to coincide more or less in their implications. 

The next line of Desnos's poem is then introduced, demonstrating the poet's pre- 

occupation with phonetic play and his purely surrealist attraction to the myth: So beautiful"! 

Cybele? 29 Cybele is known as the greatest goddess in ancient Middle East mythology, later 

associated alternatively with Rhea, Zeus's mother, or Aphrodite in the perception of the 

Ancient Greeks. As the Great Mother, or the Mother of Gods, Cybele personified the wild 

power and productivity of nature, whereas her association with the goddess of female beauty 

and carnal love, undoubtedly, underlines her strong physical attraction. However, certain 

legends and at times forbidden cults, both in Ancient Greece and Rome, also reveal Cybele's 

connection with madness leading to auto-castration and overall danger for masculinity. In 

the view of this allusion, it may become clear to the spectator why the male character of Man 

Ray's film flees the beautiful nude woman he seems to be infatuated with, instead of making 

love to her. The man is shown going down the staircase, the door of the house gently closing 

behind him and the whole part of the film being followed by an abrupt change in the 

accompanying music. 

To the tune of a popular Spanish song the spectator is offered the next inter-title: We 

are forever lost in the desert of eternal darkness. 0 While the verbal image suggests a sight 

of an "eternal darkness desert" (`eternebre' being Desnos's neologism combining the words 
`eternite'/`eternity' and `tenebres'/ ̀ darkness'), the visual setting offers a city view with 

grand columns and a street. This incoherence may imply the apparent difference between the 

visible world around the character and the irrational world of his mind. 
The woman is now seen selling newspapers in the street, while a verbal comment 

reads: How beautiful she is. 31 Her eyes are shown just above the newspaper edge, reminding 

of another photograph in Breton's Nadja, namely the one entitled Her eyes of fern 32 and 

presenting in itself a montage of four identical narrow clips featuring nothing more than the 

heroine's eyes. In the surrealist aesthetics, the eyes of a woman, especially one touched by 

madness, were treated as an opposite to the rational male look, being directed into the depths 

of the unconscious rather than towards the visible world. 

11 "Si belle" in French. 
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Besides the newspapers, which supposedly symbolize the masculine world of 

`objective' facts, the heroine of L'Etoile de mer has a starfish in a jar, an enigmatic 

representative of the animal world that seems to illustrate her own attachment to the 

irrational roots of the universe. As it has already been pointed out, the starfish combines a 

number of meanings in both its verbal and visual signifiers. Being a living creature that can 

only exist in water, it represents life born in the ocean, whereas its shape points to some 

larger scale cosmic origins opening up to the universal enigma of life. The alchemical 
interpretation of the starfish image suggests the ultimate unity of the four universal elements, 

namely "the feminine elements of earth and water (as fish) and the masculine air and fire (as 

star)" [Hedges, 1998: 101], and an allusion to the seventeenth major arcana of Tarot. The 

latter, being largely evoked in Breton's Nadja, as well as in his later work Arcane 17, 

features a star in its imagery and represents the final stage of the alchemist's journey, also 

being associated with love by the surrealists. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the visual accent in the following shots of L'Etoile 

de mer is almost always on the starfish. After the frame is narrowed into a circle around it, 

we see the male character coming up to the woman and taking the jar with the starfish from 

her, symbolically accepting the long sought and rationally incomprehensible essence of the 

world from the female `mediator'. They are then shown standing together, his stretched out 

hand holding the jar with the starfish, the whole scene supposedly representing a momentary 

unity of the opposite universal forces. 

The next shot shows the male character in his room, looking at the starfish in its jar 

on the table. The mysterious inter-title After a1133, which may suggest the infinity of life and 

the impossibility to hold its ever eluding essence, is followed by a long close-up of the 

simultaneously captivating and somewhat frightening starfish tentacles. Moving to the music 

of a Spanish dance with castanets, they seem to symbolize the infatuating appeal of sexual 

passion whose sublime beauty may eventually lead to death. As if to support this 

interpretation, the music suddenly changes to the drum sounds of a military march, while the 

crumpled newspapers, incarnating the smashed rationality on which the masculine 

perception of life is based, are shown flying along the ground being chased by the wind. The 

camera follows them and the viewer can catch glimpses of the male character's feet, as he is 

running to catch a newspaper, unwilling to let the foundation of his universe slip away from 

him. 
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A close-up of a newspaper text precedes the sight of the man actually picking up one 

of the crumpled paper sheets. Strangely, in the next brief scene shot through a gelatin lens 

the woman's hand is seen caressing the head of the man lying on her lap. The image 

suggests a whole variety of possible meanings, such as a vision from the male character's 

dream, or another symbolical sequence that should be interpreted as the unique way to the 

essence of life via a heterosexual union, to name but a few. However, very soon the imagery 

and the manner of editing change radically, showing a running rail first and then switching 

to a fast moving landscape behind a train window, which creates a relatively conventional 

sequence complying with the rules of a traditional cinematic narrative. Steamers ready to 

depart are seen in the port, their chimneys creating a visual parallel with the foggy outline of 

the shore dominated by vague modem constructions. 

Suddenly a close-up of a beautifully shaped and brightly-lit hyacinth interrupts this 

turbid looking industrial sequence. Being filmed through a normal lens, it reminds us of a 

similar shot from Man Ray's Emak Bakia, where another beautiful light-coloured flower was 

shown against a dark background. An inter-title follows, joining together the verbal and the 

visual images through the flower motif and simultaneously developing the crucial theme of 

glass: if the flowers were made of glass 34 It could be claimed that the persistence of imagery 

offering a connection to the female beauty, love and irrationality, such as the flower shot and 

that of a caressing hand, is quite significant. Every time such mysterious and captivating 

views appear on the screen, they interrupt longer and more conventionally filmed sequences 

that contain presumably male-associated imagery of moving mechanisms and other 

attributes of rationally based civilization. 

The complex intermingling of these opposite life aspects culminates in a further shot 

that presents a variety of images on a multiply split screen. As the majority of the objects, 

such as vases, jars, crystals and so on, seem to evoke the theme of glass again, their 

rotational movement reminds the audience of Man Ray's passion for filming circular motion 

and light versus shadows interplay. In the upper-left comer of the screen human hands are 

seen rhythmically pulling a sword out of its scabbard and forcing it back inside, suggesting a 

quintessence of assertive masculinity and the mechanically functioning industrial world. 
After this mosaic view of various objects in movement, the static hyacinth shot is 

repeated together with its adjoining inter-title, as if demonstrating the victory of the eternal 
irrational beauty over the rhythmic dynamics of modem civilization. Once again the gelatin 

lens comes into power as we see the female character of L'Etoile de mer lying on her bed, 
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wearing nothing more than her underwear. The circle of light widens and narrows around her 

in a manner similar to the one used by Man Ray while shooting the hyacinth, which suggests 

a visual connection between the two images, and finally lets the woman figure disappear into 

the darkness. The next shot shows a table, apparently by the woman's bed, with a number of 

objects on it, such as the already familiar starfish lying on the newspapers, a bottle and a 

glass of wine, bananas and a knife. 

Making no evident connection to this multi-meaning imagery that evokes the themes 

of carnal love and murder intertwining in a profoundly surrealist way, the following scene 

features the woman putting her naked foot on an open book that lies on the floor beside her 

bed. Once again, this image may be interpreted as a triumph of the world's natural mystery 

and beauty over the artificial meaning attributed to it by human rationality and common 

sense. In the next shot we see the starfish also lying on the floor beside the woman's foot 

placed on the book, which supplies, to a certain extent, the missing link between the shots 
both visually and thematically. 

The woman is then shown walking alone along the road where she was first seen in 

the company of the male character at the very start of the film. The inter-title "beautiful, 

beautiful like a flower ofglass "35 seems to sum up the visual allusions, followed by a shot of 

the starfish that, apparently, symbolizes the "flower of glass" the female character is 

compared with. The man and the woman are then seen together. she is wearing a black 

mask, which she takes off in a moment. The camera concentrates on the mask taking into a 

close-up something that the viewer can remember from Man Ray's previous film Emak 

Bakia, namely the white eye-holes against the black background of the mask itself, while the 

inter-title reads "beautiful like a, flower of flesh". 36 The male character is next seen beside a 

window, with the starfish in its jar on the table in front of him. However, this time we are not 

shown a close-up of the starfish's moving tentacles that could suggest a "flower of flesh". 

Instead, the man looks at his palms: their lines appear to be underlined by some sort of black 

ink or paint and create a bizarre illusion of small spider-webs or flower-veins spreading 

themselves in his flesh. 

While the viewers are wondering whether they should understand this image as an 
intrusion of the dangerous female beauty into the very essence of the male self, the inter-title 

introduces a famous surrealist distortion of a popular saying: Strike the dead while they are 

cold. 37 Mocking the well-known Strike the iron while it is hot38, the phrase touches upon the 
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theme of death, which is certainly still remembered by the spectators as they watch the next 

ambiguous and disturbing sequence of L'Etoile de mer. 

The door of the woman's house opens a little and quietly closes again. She is then 

seen going up the already familiar spiral staircase with a knife in her hand, while the starfish 

is lying on the stairs and the inter-title evokes The walls of la Sante 39 With all its imagery 

and the name of the famous Parisian prison earlier used as a lunatic asylum mentioned in the 

caption, the sequence undoubtedly pays its respect to the renowned surrealist obsession with 

the concept of a mentally unstable woman-murderess. 

Developing, in a way, the famous symbolist image of a fatal woman, the surrealists 40 

considered the irrationality of nature incarnated in woman impossible to interpret or control: 

the initially productive and life-preserving could turn into the murderous and life-destructive 

at any moment, while absolute beauty could appear as absolute evil. The enigmatic image of 

the starfish lying on the staircase, as the woman seems about to commit a murder, and then 

superimposed on the still of her raised hand holding a knife, reinforces this interpretation of 

the sequence. However, the audience's expectations are not meant to be met in accordance 

with conventional cinematic narrative rules. All of a sudden, the menacing imagery is 

replaced by a bright and cheerful view of the daylight sky with its generally accepted 

implication of a new beginning. In the next shot it appears as a night sky full of stars, 

followed by a verbal development of the romantic visual associations: And if you find on this 

earth a woman of sincere love 
... 

41 

The next sequence reinforces this love-promising mood, as it features waters 
beautifully lit by the moon, with a dark outline of a tree growing on the shore in front of 

them. A bonfire is then seen burning under the tree, with the female character sitting behind 

it. Her face made unclear by the smoke rising from the fire, she is herself compared to the 

burning flames by the verbal inter-title that follows: "beautiful like af ower of fireop. 42 The 

woman's figure emerging among and being compared to the major elements of the universe 

as known in ancient oriental mythology and alchemy, such as air (represented by the sky), 

water, wood and fire, is extremely significant. In the next shot she is seen dressed as a Greek 

goddess, wearing an improvised helmet and a white sheet arranged as a toga on her body, 

which further develops the motif of her belonging to the world of myth. 
At this point of L'Etoile de mer the accompanying music changes to the song from 

the start of the film evoking the motif of "the one and only man" existing in Paris for the 

female singer. The image of burning fire changes into a view of a city street and is followed 
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by an inter-title containing a most beautiful metaphor for a sunrise: The sun, one foot in the 

stirrup, nests a nightingale in a veil of crepe. 43 The woman is then shown sleeping and a 

close-up of her nude figure on the bed is followed by a phrase written in italic: You are not 

dreaming. 4 

As if to prove the reality of the action, a view of the familiar road from the opening 

sequence is introduced, returning the spectator to the start of the film. The woman is shown 

walking along it alone and meeting the male character. However, in a moment, contrary to 

the audience's expectations, another man, played by Desnos, comes up to the couple and 

takes the woman away with him. The close-up of the male character's face supported by the 

verbal inter-title suggests he has been left with nothing more than his memories of the 

woman: "how beautiful she was "45 is written in white chalk on a wall, the letters visibly 

shaking. The associations build up with the help of interchanging close-ups of the verbal 

phrase how beautiful she is46 and those of the starfish. The woman's reflection is seen in a 

broken mirror, with spider-web cracks making her face image appear vague and symbolizing 

the end of the male character's search, i. e. the ultimate break through the magic surface of 

glass. 

Just like Breton in his Nadja, the man from Man Ray's film has managed to seize the 

crucial moment of surreality with the help of a mysterious female `mediator'. His mind 

having acquired a totally new quality, the male character is now ready to face the objective 

physical world as a complete personality, aware of both his rational and his irrational sides. 

The inter-title You are not dreaming refers, thus, to the character, as well as the audience: he 

steps out of the world behind the glass leaving the heroine in the world of myth where she 

belongs. A black inscription beautifue7 superimposed on the mirror makes her reflection 

even less distinguishable. At this point L'Etoile de mer ends with a shot of the glass-door 

closing the cinematic universe. 

To summarize the development of Man Ray's cinematic experiment in the 1920s, it 

seems fair to argue that it simultaneously proceeded in several directions. The first film, Le 

Retour ä la raison, was born out of Man Ray's photographic exercise in a way similar to the 

one that helped Fernand Leger to make Ballet mecanique a continuation of his experiment in 

painting. While Leger was interested in close-ups and the cubist vision of an object as such, 

Man Ray was eager to learn what cinematic movement could add to his static photographic 

experiments with light and shadow. Moreover, he appeared to show considerable interest in 

a particular type of movement, the rotational one, as it allowed multiple viewpoints of the 
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object and the shadows cast under the light directed on it. This must have led the artist to 

offer an unusual way of exhibiting his two-dimensional works. He made a sketch of a 

curious rotating construction that the viewers could move as they pleased, getting to see the 

static images from different perspectives: 

One can think that it is this interest in multiple viewpoints that led him to offer for Revolving 

Doors an exhibitional dispositif totally new in the history of painting (but well known among 

businessmen): a revolving stand, a rotating showcase that transforms the spectator into the author of 

movement and grants the picture a new mobility. 48 [Bouhours, 1997: 14-15] 

Even as a preparatory sketch, the idea demonstrates a remarkable proximity of Man 

Ray's innovative artistic activities in the 1920s to the modern art of installation, in that they 

both combine various media in one work and `absorb' the audience into its immediate space. 

Moreover, this rotational showcase invented by Man Ray seems to go in line with the artist's 

interest towards the cinematic medium, even though he might have been unaware of it 

himself at that stage: "The preparatory sketch strangely makes one think of `pre-cinema' 

machines, such as the praxinoscope. "49 [Bouhours, 1997: 15] 

Le Retour 6 la raison, thus, is a `transitional' work resulting from Man Ray's effort 

to give life to his static images in photography by means of movement. Contrary to it, the 

artist's second film, Emak Bakia, shot some three years later, shows his already being more 

than aware of the potential of the cinematic medium. In this work Man Ray becomes far 

more inventive regarding his material and the way he arranges it. Thus, in Emak Bakia the 

camera starts moving actively around the filmed object, as opposed to Le Retour a la raison, 

where it was mostly objects rotated in front of the static camera. 

Moreover, Man Ray playfully demonstrates his knowledge of the cinema and its 

conventions by mocking both the popular and the avant-garde films, as he continues his 

artistic exploration of vision in the variety of viewpoints. The very theme of vision and the 

way it influences the overall structure of the film's sequences define, to a certain extent, the 

nature of the implied challenge to the narrative conventions. Evoking the issue of 

predominant aesthetics in Man Ray's art of the time, it positions the artist somewhat in 

between Dada and surrealism, judging by the manner of cinematic defamiliarization 

characterizing Emak Bakia. At times, the film does show signs of surrealistically distorted 

narrative, but the overall predominance of abstract sequences and typically Dada tricks 
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without any particular meaning make Man Ray's second cinematic work tend towards 

dadaist aesthetics more than surrealist. 

However, his third film, L'Etoile de mer, is unquestionably surrealist, not least 

because it is based on a surrealist poem by Robert Desnos and, thus, constructed according 

to the laws of a verbal text, to a certain extent. The complex interaction of different media in 

the film containing verbal inter-titles that sometimes develop, sometimes seemingly 

contradict the visual image, undoubtedly, help the audience to perceive the multi- 

dimensionality of L'Etoile de mer. Being concerned with psychic forces and deep 

philosophical issues that shape both the micro-universe of the human mind and the macro- 

universe of the world around it, the film is further complicated by the illusion of the 

spectator being introduced into the filmic space, metaphorically guided in and outside it 

through a glass door. 

The importance L'Etoile de mer ascribes to the theme of glass appears to pay tribute 

not only to the aesthetics of surrealism, as promoted by its leader Breton in his Nadja, to 

which the film makes clear allusions, but also to the overall perception of the cinema by Man 

Ray. The camera lens is clearly defined by the artist as a borderline between the film and its 

creator, on the one hand, and the film and its spectator, on the other. Such a view on the 

nature of the cinematic medium allows Man Ray to expect from his spectators an equal to 

his own participation in constructing the meaning of a given artwork. It also explains much 

of his films' challenge and secures them an acclaimed place among the best samples of the 

Parisian experimental cinema in the 1920s. 

1 Mon intention etait de mettre en mouvement les compositions queje faisais en photographie. 
2 directeur des mauvais movies 

11 s'agit ä chaque fois de produire un signe appartenant ä la categoric que Pierce a qualifiee d'indice, 

caracterise par une contiguite concrete, physique avec son referent; et par voie de consequence de relativiser, 
devaluer, voire suspendre la relation mimetique (dormant lieu ä des signes iconiques, selon la terminologie de 
Pierce) sur laquelle se fondait une grande part de la tradition artistique. 
° Parti des photomontages, Man Ray pensait que le montage filmique devait (tout comme les "papiers colles" 
de Max Ernst ou les "montages de mots" du genre Cadavre exquis) permettre d'obtenir des effets singuliers dus 

au hasard des juxtapositions. D'autant que le "Rayograph" qu'il venait d'inventer et qui se jouait du reel 
photographique ajoutait ä l'insolite du montage celui des deformations systematiques. 

Tous les films que j'ai realises ont ete autant d'improvisations. Je n'ecrivais pas de scenario. C'etait du 

cinema automatique. 
6 un pot-pourri de sequences 
7 Tout comme le Ballet mecanique de Fernand Leger, Emak Bakia, tourne en 1926 et qui entremele des 
elements concrets gratuitement rapportes entre eux et des formes abstraites non moins gratuites, participe, lui 

aussi, du dadaisme bien davantage que du surrealisme. 
g Par effet de miroir, l'image procede dune double lecture: autoportrait certes mais retournement du dispositif 
de vision; l'image inaugurale est d'emblee un metalangage. 
9 Par un procede qui releve de la metonymie, Man Ray enchaine avec deux mouvements de camera de 
travelling avant: le premier vers l'oeil mecanique de l'automobile, le deuxieme sur le visage au regard masque 
de Rose Wheeler. 
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10 Le film de Man Ray est en effet entierement structure par la question du regard et du voir. 
11 mediatrice 
12 Chacun s'adresse par un regard qui tantöt sourit tantöt fait la moue, ä la camera qui le regarde. Man Ray 

signifie ainsi le passage permanent du monde reel au domaine de l'imaginaire, et donne une deuxibme raison 
de ! 'extravagance visuelle qu'il vient de proposer. 
13 film le plus "construit" 
14 C'est probablement le plus interessant des films de ce dernier. II ne se presente pas, ainsi qu'on le dit 

quelquefois hätivement, comme une illustration ni comme un commentaire du pobme de Desnos, mais comme 
l'adjonction dun univers poetique ä un autre. La reussite tient A ce que les deux langages se repondent sans se 

contrarier: le film se developpe d'un cours autonome en regard du poeme, de teile maniere que leur 

agencement constitue un nouveau poeme. 
IS Man Ray semble avoir choisi cette fois la polysemie "etoilee" du langage. [... ] L'etoile du film est done non 
seulement aquatique mais aussi astronomique (plan de la nuit etoilie), urbaine (au meme moment Desnos 

redige un texte, "La Place de ! 'Etoile"), et designe aussi bien la chance (la bonne etoile) que la femme aimee 

magnifiee (Kiki, etoile du film) apporte. 
16 la mysterieuse 
:7 L'E`toile de mer/poeme de Robert Desnos tel que I'a vu Man Ray 
1$ "tel que I'a vu Man Ray" se rapporte non seulement ä la vision du poeme par le cineaste, mais aussi A la 

nature meme de vision par l'appareil de prise de vues en general. 
19 L'alternance des focales souligne avant tout que les films sont photographies a travers des objectifs. L'Etoile 
de mer est un film sur la vision du monde ä travers des couches de verre. L'appareil de prise de vues protege 
toujours la surface sensible du film du monde exterieur par une paroi de verre. II en decoule que l'objectif 

? retendument normal est aussi artificiel que l'objectif granuleux. 
° Je persiste ä [... ] ne m'interesser qu'aux livres qu'on laisse battants comme des portes, et desquels on n'a pas 

ä chercher la clef. 
21 la maison de verre 
22 Qui suis je? 
23 Pour moi, je continuerai i habiter ma maison de verre, oü I'on peut voir ä toute heure qui vient me rendre 
visite, oü tout ce qui est suspendu aux plafonds et aux murs tient comme par enchantement, oü je repose la nuit 
sur un lit de verre aux draps de verre, oü qui je suis m'apparaitra tot ou tard grave au diamant. 
24 les dents des femmes/sont des objets/si charmants... 
25 

... qu'on ne devraid les voir qu'en reve/ou/ä ! 'instant de ! 'amour 
26 se defendaient plus ou moins 
27 la seule statue que je sache a avoir des yeux, ceux memes de la provocation 
28 Adieu 
29 Si belle! Cybele? 
30 Nous sommes ä jamais/perdus dann le desert/ de I 'eternebre 
31 Qu'elle est belle 
32 Ses yeux de fougere 
33 Apres tout 
34 si lesfleurs etaient en verre 
35 "belle, belle, comme// unefleur de verre" 
36 "belle comme unejleur/de chair" 
37 Il faut battre les morts/ quand ils sontfroids. 
38 I1 faut battre lefer quand il est chaud. 
39 Les murs de la Sante 
40 femme fatale 
41 Et si tu trouves/ sur cette terre/ une femme/ ä ! 'amour sincere... 
42 "belle! comme une/jleurdefeu" 
43 Le soleil, un pied ä/l'etrier, niche unirossignol dans un voile! de crepe. 
as Vous ne revez pas 
as "qu'elle etait belle" 
46 qu'elle est belle 
47 belle 
48 On peut penser que c'est cet interet pour les points de vue multiples qui 1'a conduit A proposer pour 
Revolving Doors un dispositif de presentation inedit dans l'histoire de la peinture (mais bien connu des 

commergants): un tourniquet, presentoir rotatif qui transforme le spectateur en auteur du mouvement et accorde 
au tableau une mobilite nouvelle. 
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49 Le dessin pr6paratoire fait etrangement penser aux machines du "pre-cinema", tel le praxinoscope. 
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2.5. Antonin Artaud and Germaine Dulac: La Coquille et le clergyman (1927) 

In the 1920s Antonin Artaud, the author of the original scenario for La Coquille et le 

clergyman (The Seashell and the Clergyman), was actively involved with both the film 

industry and the surrealist movement. As a surrealist, whose radically innovative aesthetic 

thought manifested itself in his prolific writing on theatre, cinema and literature, he almost 

created a strong alternative to Breton. As a film actor, whose career started in 1923 with a 

part in Claude Autan-Lara's short film Fait-divers, he acquired fame as Marat in Abel 

Gance's Napoleon (1927) and Jean Massieu in Carl Dreyer's La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc 

(The Passion ofJoan ofArc) (1928). 

When in 1927 Artaud offered his scenario to the impressionist director Germaine 

Dulac, he was undoubtedly meaning to start a surrealist tradition in cinema. However, 

Artaud's numerous disagreements with Breton made this first attempt to create a surrealist 

film far less known than Bufluel and Dali's notorious Un Chien andalou (An Andalusian 

Dog) (1929) and L'Äge d'or (The Golden Age) (1930) largely analyzed in the next chapter. 

Lack of surrealist recognition for La Coquille et le clergyman was also due to the fact 

that Germaine Dulac, not a surrealist herself, seems to have betrayed the surrealist content of 

Artaud's scenario. For the film's premiere at the Studio Ursulines the outraged scriptwriter 

asked his then surrealist friends "to undertake a `punitive expedition' against the movie and 

its director. " [Matthews, 1971: 78] The surrealists were only too happy to cause another 

scandal and draw the public's attention to themselves: they started talking out loud in the 

course of projection, calling Mme Dulac a `cow', and then smashed half the cinema while 

being dragged away by the police. 

Interestingly, the ultimate reason for Artaud's dissatisfaction with Dulac's work still 

remains relatively unclear. Those scholars who are familiar with the correspondence 
between the scriptwriter and the film director at the time of shooting La Coquille et le 

clergyman claim that there was no disagreement between the two: 

The misunderstanding between Artaud and Germaine Dulac, if it existed, was belated. The 

letters [... ] that the poet addressed to the film director, before and during the shooting, bear no 

evidence of any disagreement, not even a superficial one. ' [Mitry, 1974: 146] 
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Moreover, Artaud had an impact on the actual shooting: in his letters to Dulac he 

described the stage sets he wanted to see in the film, going as far as making their details 

"clear for her, in a sketch. " [Derrida, Thevenin, 1998: 9] However, the final result 
disappointed not only Artaud himself. Some contemporary film critics also commented on 
the nature of Dulac's misinterpretation - from the wrong choice of actors to the wrong 
handling of the shooting process itself: 

Germaine Dulac [... ] tackled a poetic scenario by the surrealist Antonin Artaud: La Coquille 

et le Clergyman, but spoilt it at the production stage by the mediocre play of Alex Allin and drowned 

it under a debauchery of technical tricks, with only a few scattered admirable images floating on the 

surface. 2 [Brunius, 1987: 82] 

J: B. Brunius, an important film theorist of the time, distinguished between two 

major tendencies in the work of his contemporary avant-garde filmmakers. Those adherent 

to the first style were seeking to "represent aspects of the external world and actions in their 

ordinary appearance, within a poetic context, freeing them from all rational logic". 

[Flitterman-Lewis, 1998: 117] Their opponents, on the contrary, attempted to "create new 
forms, either by filming people and objects from an unexpected angle or in a new light, or by 

deforming them, sometimes creating abstract forms. " [Flitterman-Lewis, 1998: 117] 

The latter cinematic manner undoubtedly characterized Luis Bunuel, who, although 

mastering impressionist cinematic techniques perfectly well, deliberately avoided them in his 

work. Moreover, his very originality is often defined by the fact that "he does not allow 

himself any longer, like the first French avant-garde, to get intoxicated or overrun by the 

technique and stylistic exercises. "3 [Mitry, 1974: 147] This was an essential point in the 

view of J. -B. Brunius, for whom the very essence of surrealist filmmaking was its "capacity 

to transform the relationship between spectator and screen. " [Flitterman-Lewis, 1998: 117] 

Contrary to it, the impressionist tradition in cinema, to which Germaine Dulac belonged, 

strove towards visual effects and "left that relationship basically unmodified. " [Flitterman- 

Lewis, 1998: 117] 

Thus, in a way, Artaud's dissatisfaction with Dulac's handling of his scenario could 
be explained by the difference in their respective views regarding the task of cinema. It was 

probably quite difficult for Dulac to grasp Artaud's idea: Bunuel and Dali's films not yet 

existing, Artaud, indeed, aimed at creating something completely different from the poetic 
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cinema of his avant-garde predecessors. Although, not unlike the impressionists, he was 

radically opposed to the conventional narrative and looking for a "film with purely visual 

sensations", he also wanted the "dramatic force" of these sensations to result "from a shock 

on the eyes, drawn [... ] from the very substance of the eye". [Williams, 1981: 22] 

Such an approach clearly undermines the traditional relationship between the film 

and its audience, who normally tend to interpret the screen action as a `different world'. 

Artaud's main objective seems to have been the momentary unification, in the process of 

viewing, of the filmic space, on the one hand, and the spectators' immediate space, on the 

other, on an almost subconscious level. Germaine Dulac could hardly have this in mind 

while adapting the scenario to the screen. 

However, Artaud's choice of Dulac as the person capable of transforming his written 

text into cinematic images was not a matter of chance either. Both, the scriptwriter and the 

filmmaker, had long been preoccupied with questions of visual language. In fact, Artaud's 

original scenario contains many of the cinematic effects that Dulac obediently included in 

the filmed version. Another contemporary cinema critic, Jean Mitry, clearly supports this 

view: 

It appears excessive, in any case, to hold tricks and constant recourse to technical effects 

against Germaine Dulac. As Artaud's text constantly invited to such practices! [Mitry, 1974: 147] 

Thus, the reason for Dulac's failure to render Artaud's ideas in film is to be found 

primarily in the difference between their underlying aesthetic views. Similar as their 

practical manifestations may appear, their theoretical grounds were certainly very unlike. 

Both saw the attempt to "find an equivalent of the written language in the visual language" 

as "simply a bad interpretation of it". [Williams, 1981: 22] However, what Dulac offered as 

an alternative approach to cinema making was judged by Artaud as "psychological 

circumlocutions of a discursive nature which are nothing but visual interpretations of a text. " 

[Williams, 1981: 22] 

Dismissing, thus, the impressionists' version of a visual language as not radical 

enough, Artaud was developing his own theory of a non-verbal language that would help the 

reintegration of the psyche. A prolific art theorist and a person troubled by a mental disease 

throughout his life, he was trying to bring the language to a "level where every interpretation 

would become useless. " [Williams, 1981: 22] Working a lot in the field of theatre, Artaud 
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offered a concept of a new theatrical system in which spectators were to be transformed in 

the course of the performance by means of psychic integration and ̀ cured' of disruption seen 

by the theorist as the main `illness' of the time. Among other things, Artaud called this new 

theatre a "theatre of alchemy", because there he was striving to "produce the `spiritual gold' 

of alchemy by mixing the elements of color, sounds, gesture, movement, incantatory words" 

from which there would "come the new order. " [Hedges, 1983: 27] 

Cinema, in Artaud's opinion, offered a more direct access to the unconscious than 

theatre or any other medium. As such, it was more applicable to his search for a "non-verbal 

language of the unconscious that would permit man to overcome the impotence of thought 

entailed in verbal forms of expression. " [Hedges, 1983: 27-28] This is why Artaud protested 

violently when Germaine Dulac called La Coquille et le clergyman "a dream of Antonin 

Artaud" in her film credits: 

This scenario is not a reproduction of a dream and should not be regarded as such. I will not 

try to apologize for the apparent incoherence by the easy escape of dreams. Dreams have more than 

their logic. This scenario looks for the dark truth of the spirit, in images stemming exclusively from 

themselves that draw their meaning not from the situation where they develop, but rather from a 

certain inner powerful necessity that projects them in the light of obviousness without recourse. s 

[Mitry, 1974: 150-151] 

Seen as nothing more than a record of a dream, La Coquille et le clergyman loses 

much of its revolutionary force. An attempt to interpret the images within a context, even 

that of an illogical dream, ruins the revelation of the deep psychic impulses emerging from 

the human unconscious. It seems to be precisely what Artaud himself wrote in his 'preface' 6 

to the film: 

I tried, in the scenario, to realize this idea of visual cinema where psychology itself is 

devoured by acts. [... ] Not that cinema must do without any human psychology whatsoever: this is 

not its principle; quite the opposite, but it must give to this psychology a much more vivid and active 

shape, without these links that try to show the motives of our actions in an absolutely stupid light, 

instead of displaying them to us in all their originality and profound barbarity. 7 [Mitry, 1974: 150- 

151] 
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On the whole, Artaud's script was, as he emphasized it himself, "meant to 

demonstrate how far a scenario could identify with the mechanics of the dream `without 

being a dream itself. " [Hammond, 1991: 28] However, Dulac, whose symbolist and 

impressionist views led her to consider the cinematic image in terms of an artistic fusion, 

turned the film into "a condensation of associations whose gradual accretion of meaning 

allowed the story to proceed, image by image, in a chain of metaphors. " [Flitterman-Lewis, 

1998: 110] In direct contrast to this continuous flow of visual images, Artaud's cinematic 

approach was based on the surrealist principles of displacement and juxtaposition. By this, 

he meant to emphasize the film's attack on the continuity system per se, independently of 

whether it was based on the logic of traditional narrative or a fluid transformation of visual 

metaphors. 
Thus, to a certain extent, it can be claimed that Artaud saw the structure of his film 

based on metonymy allowing a series of disruptive relations to produce the ̀ surrealist spark' 
in the mind of the spectator. From this point of view, as Sandy Flitterman-Lewis puts it, "the 

riot over the screening of The Seashell and the Clergyman" can be interpreted as a "conflict 

between the expressive euphoria which Dulac found in the moving visual image and the 

psychic directness which Artaud sought in the cinematic text. " [Flitterman-Lewis, 1998: 

111] 

Interestingly, Artaud's strong interest in the psyche and the occult seems to- have 

been inherited and developed further by some video artists. For example, the already 

mentioned Zoe Beloff creates a number of stereoscopic films and installations based on true 

stories about recognized mediums of the past or ordinary people troubled by unnatural 

visions. What interests the artist in either of those cases is the exploration of psychological 
issues touching upon the unconscious and identity in general, which seems to come perfectly 
in line with Artaud's preoccupations as applied to cinema in general. 

Thus, Beloff s installation Ideoplastic Materialization of Eva C. (2003) is based on 

the photos of the early 20th century Parisian medium taken during her sessions, while an 

earlier work, Shadow Land or Light From the Other Side (1997), refers to the autobiography 

of the woman called Elizabeth d'Esperance published in 1897. The author of the book 

renders her visions of imaginary friends floating in space that started when she was a girl. 
However, as she grew older, those visions were no longer accepted by the society as normal 

and the woman was diagnosed with madness for seeing things that were not there. 
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Another video installation by Beloff entitled Claire and Don in Slumberland (2002) 

consists of separate films accompanied by the sound track taken from two educational 

psychology films dating back to 1949, Hypnotic Behaviour and Unconscious Motivation. As 

the pretext films concentrate on two students hypnotized to reveal thoughts from their 

unconscious, Beloff claims her works to be "philosophical toys to play with and explore the 

unconscious with". [CSI/CUNY News, 2003] The concept of a "philosophical toy" defining 

Beloff's art is certainly even more relevant when applied to interactive video installations. 

Thus, for example, The Influencing Machine of Miss Natalijaa A (2002) both explores the 

human psyche as based on a supposedly historical case, namely that of Freud's patient, and 

questions the viewers' own identities by involving them into the space of the artwork 

prompted by interactive devices. 

Being "interested in how people represent what isn't really there" Zoe Beloff creates 
films and installations that "attempt to represent the unrepresented". [Lewis, 2004] This 

approach clearly echoes the task of surrealist cinema in general and Artaud's views of it in 

particular. 

However, there exists another interpretation of Artaud's artistic intention. Ines 

Hedges maintains that La Coquille ei le clergyman "allegorizes sexual union in terms of 

alchemical motifs and symbols that become the structuring principle of the film". [Hedges, 

1983: 28] The acceptance of alchemy as the philosophical grounds of Artaud's project seems 

to be based on substantial historical evidence. Apart from the fact that alchemy occupied an 
important place in the surrealist doctrine, it is clear that Artaud personally took a serious 
interest in the issue and, undoubtedly, knew the order of alchemical processes very well. His 

attempt to render it cinematically can account for his choice of a director. alchemical 
transformations are highly metaphorical and symbolical in their very essence, which 

suggests that someone like Dulac could carry the project out to the perfection. 
Reflecting on the nature of the filmmaker's failure to do so, Hedges suggests that 

"from the perspective of the alchemical symbolism, Dulac's major mistake was in shifting 
the order of the scenes, so that the logic of the first part is lost. " [Hedges, 1983: 32] 

However, this view has since been proven erroneous. Sandy Flitterman-Lewis believes 

researchers have long been referring to a widely circulated version of the film with the reels 
in the wrong order. It appears that Dulac's original actually follows Artaud's script in strict 

order of episodes. [Flitterman-Lewis, 1990: 63] 
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Another criticism by Hedges suggests that technically the alchemical metaphor is 

"somewhat diluted by the director's use of irises, slow motion, and other impressionistic 

devices typical of her style". [Hedges, 1983: 32] However, there are also cinematic 
techniques that work well when coupled with Artaud's alchemical ideas: 

More effective elements in the film were her uses of lighting and the introduction of circular 

movements of the camera, persons, and objects in ways that suggest the ritualization and circularity 

of the alchemical process. [Hedges, 1983: 32] 

An attempt to interpret La Coquille et le clergyman in terms of alchemical search 

proves fruitful from the very beginning, as the main character "finds himself in a time 

vacuum, benefiting from complete freedom from limitations of space. " [Matthews, 1971: 59- 

60] The film starts with a shot of a door leading out of a dark passage, which may imply 

movement inside a labyrinth. As the camera proceeds towards the exit, registering the play 

of light and shadow on its way, we see a vague human figure in a close-up. 

The character, referred to as a "clergyman" in the film title, is seated at a table 

covered with various flasks and glass containers and shielded from the camera with a veil of 

steam, which suggests he may well be an alchemist. His pouring some black liquid from a 

scallop shell into test tubes and then dropping the tubes onto a large pile of broken glass 
develops this supposition further on. The type of the shell the character is using, known as 

the "coquille St. Jacques", is very important, according to Hedges. In specialized literature 

the alchemist's search for wisdom "was sometimes symbolized as a pilgrimage to Saint 

James of Compostella, whose emblem is the scallop shell [... ], a consecrated receptacle of 

the alchemical liquid. " [Hedges, 1983: 28] 

As the action develops, we see an officer peeping inside the room from a half-open 

door behind the main character's back. He then enters through a door and walks towards the 

clergyman in slow motion. The camera cuts between the image of his legs accompanied by a 
long sabre attached to his waist, on the one hand, and the sight of the clergyman breaking his 

flasks onto a heap of glass smashed into small pieces beside him, on the other. J. H. 

Matthews questions the meaning of this scene from the sexual perspective: "Are we to 

understand that [the clergyman's] behavior indicates sexual frustration? Is his main 

protagonist, a uniformed officer whose sabre drags to the ground, the bearer of a giant 

phallic symbol? " [Matthews, 1971: 61] Importantly, this approach does not contradict the 



180 

alchemical interpretation of the film: the merging and transformation of elements in alchemy 

certainly bore a strong sexual connotation in the eyes of the surrealists, including Artaud. 

At this stage an interchange of shots shows the officer standing straight on the floor 

or hanging under the ceiling, his sabre flashing in the light. From the alchemical perspective, 

this suggests a metaphorical association "with the elements of air and fire. " [Hedges, 1983: 

28] The four primary universal elements - air, fire, water and earth - all play an important 

role in both the surrealist philosophy and alchemy: they are the ultimate result left after the 

`artificial' structures and values have been dismantled. Their natural reintegration in an 

alchemical or surrealist fusion is the final aim of both quests. 

As the seashell becomes the centre of camera's attention, the officer finally steps 
from behind the clergyman's back and takes it away from him. Being visibly afraid of the 

officer, the clergyman gives the seashell away without a sign of protest. The officer then 

circles around the room with the seashell in his hands, as the clergyman watches him. The 

shots of the room are obviously meant to portray the main character's strongly confused 

state of mind and consist of a complex montage made up by visually distorted objects and 

surroundings. Finally, the officer slowly rises the sabre and strikes the seashell that 

consequently falls down. In alchemical terms this whole scene symbolizes the "stage of 

separatio, i. e. the separation of the elements". [Hedges, 1983: 28] 

The clergyman is now seen standing in between doors and mirrors, surrounded by 

visual play of crystal reflections. A mysterious sign, obviously also associated with alchemy, 

appears on the screen and then dissolves under the sparkling sabre, producing flashes of 

reflected light, as they rotate on the screen. Both techniques are highly typical of both 1920s 

Parisian experimental cinema and video installations. 

As the film continues, the officer walks out of the room, while the clergyman slides 
down on the floor and crawls after the officer on all fours. The main character's alchemical 

quest now begins through the labyrinth of the city. After a dissolve, we can see the 

clergyman crawling along a busy daytime city street. The camera observes buildings, people 

and transport passing by and moving dangerously towards the character. The angles are 

chosen to either coincide with or directly oppose the clergyman's look: in both cases the 

street perspective appears from the middle where he is crawling. As we look at the street 

through the character's eyes, two or three frames are superimposed on each other, obviously 

to render symbolically the confusion of his perception of the world. Finally he gets to a 

corner of a big building, with several shots of other buildings quickly following each other. 
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The screen goes dark, leaving only a small circle of light in the middle: it shows the 

character crawling along the street, completely lost in space and time. 

The themes of endless travel through life towards the unknown, as well as the 

impossibility to seize or define time and space, persistently reappear in video installations, 

too. Thus, for example, Aiyoung Yun's piece entitled Trace (1998-1999) consists of a naked 
human figure projection onto a large stone. The figure alternately walks, crawls on its knees, 

lies down and tries to carry on creeping almost like a snake. This laborious process must 

symbolize various stages in human life, age-wise as well as simply in terms of different 

levels of resistance that we come across in our life journey. 

On the whole, the naked body trying to advance looks like it is confined to the stone 

onto which its image is projected. The repeated and obviously energy-consuming action 

leading nowhere creates a strong allusion to the myth of Sisyphus confined for eternity to 

roll a huge stone on top of a mountain only to see it slip from under his hands and roll down 

to the bottom. The same allusion comes to mind when watching the washerwoman sequence 

of Ballet mecanique and the crawling clergyman in Artaud's and Dulac's film. Importantly, 

Aiyoung Yun plays herself the vulnerable human being exposed to all natural elements, who 

neither accepts nor refuses the spatio-temporal limits of life. Apparently, in this way the 

artist strives to share her perception of the world with the audience. 

At the same time, the sharp contrast between the elusive transparent video image and 

the hard physicality of the stone it is projected upon not only accentuates the three- 

dimensionality of the work, but also reestablishes the notorious `surrealist point' where the 

opposites meet. While the reality of the stone is undoubted, the projection of the human 

figure is simultaneously `there' and `not there': it can be seen, but it cannot be touched. 

Thus, all of a sudden the `real' and the imaginary, the visible and the invisible, the palpable 

and the immaterial merge in the ultimate `surrealist point' once again in this piece of the late 

20`' century art. 

Artaud's scenario, in the meanwhile, follows the clergyman crawling, while from 

behind the comer there appears a horse drawn carriage. In it we can see the officer in the 

company of a beautiful woman. According to Hedges, "the woman is Venus, whose 

adulterous union with Mars was often used to symbolize the coniunctio. " [Hedges, 1983: 28] 

The clergyman follows them, first on all fours, then on his knees, and finally he jumps on his 

feet and runs after the carriage. The couple are then shown entering the church and from this 

stage the alchemical interpretation of the film suggests that "the clergyman's efforts are 
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directed toward breaking this couple apart and taking the place of Mars beside Venus. " 

[Hedges, 1983: 28] 

As he enters the church, the clergyman sees the officer in the confessional, listening 

to the woman, which signals clearly that the figure of the officer, in fact, represents the 

clergyman's alter-ego: "The officer represents the other side of the clergyman's nature. He is 

the obstacle to the clergyman attaining wholeness through union with the woman. " [Kovacs, 

1980: 164] Hidden behind a column, the clergyman watches the officer and the woman as 

they lean towards each other. The lady is seen in a close-up followed by a close-up of the 

clergyman's head shown from the side perspective. Then his face reappears from upfront so 

that only his eyes are seen clearly, while all the rest remains vague. 

The use of head and eyes images in the film usually marks the passage from the outer 
to the inner world of the character's mind and vice versa. The search for one's self being the 

main goal of this cinematic voyage through the depths of the subconscious, the head 

symbolizes the on-going battle between different aspects of the character's troubled mind. 

Similarly, the eye image is interpreted in surrealism as the border between the inside and the 

outside, the rational and the irrational. 

As the lady's face appears on the screen from an upfront perspective, the camera 
lingers on her beautiful features, underlined by bright make-up, and her curly hair. Unable to 

resist the temptation any longer, the clergyman throws himself in slow motion from behind 

the column at the officer and starts to strangle him. The officer's head appears in a close-up, 

while the clergyman pulls at his collar. The lady's face is lit with a very gentle look directed 

at the officer who returns it, and the clergyman appears to be shocked to the point of letting 

the officer go for a moment. As the strangling continues, the officer's face cracks in several 

places. A close-up of the clergyman's face reveals his surprise, which does not stop him, 

however. The cracks on the officer's face then disappear only to reappear in different places, 

making the clergyman happy and the lady frightened, judging by their respective looks. 

Suddenly the officer's clothes change into those of a priest, while his head splits in the 

middle. 

Several researchers have pointed out that in this scene the mysterious relationship 
between the clergyman and the officer becomes especially clear: "It is while the officer is 

being choked by the clergyman that his true identity emerges: his face changes to that of a 

priest. " [Kovacs, 1980: 164] Importantly, the clergyman "attains the power to destroy his 

double only once they are in the church, in his own domain. " [Hedges, 1983: 28] 
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However, the officer is not permanently destroyed, precisely because the two male 

characters of the film "represent the two opposite sides of a single personality". [Kovacs, 

1980: 175] His presence throughout La Coquille et le clergyman symbolizes the divisive 

forces which prevent the clergyman from reaching his goal, i. e. an alchemical union with the 

woman, which, in accordance with the surrealist philosophy, will permit him to rediscover 
his real self. Unsurprisingly, Artaud "wanted a great opposition of expression between the 

head of the officer and that of the clergyman" [Kovacs, 1980: 175], as he wrote to Dulac at 

the time of shooting. 
The heads of all three protagonists are then seen turning slowly in close-up shots, 

which underscores, to a certain extent, the ritual aura of the whole film, emphasizing the 

circularity of the alchemical processes. The church wall with the window seen from inside 

serves as a background, as the lady's head turns to the left, with the officer's head following 

her movement, whereas the head of the clergyman turns to the right, symbolizing the 

disruption of the male character's inner world. Then the movement is repeated the other way 

round: the heads of the lady and the officer turn to the right, whereas the clergyman's head 

goes in the opposite direction. Another shot of the church wall and the window 

metaphorically completes the ritual circle. 

The following sequence shows the clergyman on a rock, lifting the officer dressed as 

a priest in the air and throwing him off the precipice. Then we see a port with a lighthouse, a 

ship and a pierce, all drowning in fog and troubled by the sea waves beating against the 

rocks. The clergyman is seen standing on the rock again: his opponent re-appears next to 

him and is again thrown down into the sea. Everything disappears in smoke and fire, 

restating the importance of primary elements in the alchemical context of the film. 

Now that the clergyman has defeated the officer, he takes his place in the church, 

presumably listening to the lady's confession. With a very cunning face, he knocks on the 

wall of the confession-box with the back of his fingers. The woman stands up and walks 

away, which drives the clergyman into a rage. A vague close-up of her eyes is followed by a 

similar shot of the clergyman's. He follows the woman and rips off the front of her dress. 

Repeated twice, his actions expose her breasts that are almost immediately covered by a 
brassiere in the shape of scallop shells. J. H. Matthews offers an allusion to Botticelli's 

picture Birth of Venus "in which Venus rides on this type of shell. " [Matthews, 1971: 62] 

This supports the alchemical perspective of the film, as the woman is associated with Venus. 
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Finally, the clergyman rips the brassiere off the woman's breasts, too, and throws it into the 

air, where it turns into a large butterfly and flies away. 

The next scene brings the motif of the circle and eternal repetition to its extreme 

visual limits. It takes place in a ballroom, where guests are circling around in a waltz below a 

huge round chandelier that sways along a circle trajectory. The camera looks at the scene 

from above the chandelier and shows the dancers alternate the pace of their movement, 

waltzing at times quicker, at times slower. Then the camera cuts to the floor level 

concentrating on the legs of the dancing people and the changing speed of their movement. 

Next, it goes up again repeating the above-chandelier perspective and closing the circular 

sequence. 

The officer and the lady dressed like a royal couple are seen walking through the 
hall, with the camera following them from behind. As they rise on a dais and sit down on the 

two chairs placed there, the clergyman materializes in a doorway holding the scallop shell 

and fading away. The camera cuts to several dancing couples kissing, as the clergyman 

intrudes once again, waving the seashell brassiere. The royal couple fade and disappear 

leaving empty chairs behind them. The dancing stops immediately and the clergyman, his 

arm still holding the seashell in the air, looks astonished. Suddenly the woman dressed in 

white reappears in the doorway opposite him. The transfixed clergyman drops the brassiere 

that bursts into flames on a checkered black and white floor, suggesting once again some 

alchemical processes going on. 

In the sequence that follows the clergyman is shown trying to recompose his clothes, 

since his coat tails grow out of all proportion, and then walking out of the room in a majestic 

manner. As if illustrating the instability of matter, he and the woman disappear into 

darkness. After a long imperial walk along a hall decorated with columns on both sides, the 

clergyman is shown in pursuit of the woman on a country road. Her very image starts to 

assume incomprehensible aspects: at one point her cheek swells monstrously, at another, as 

she sticks out her tongue, it stretches away endlessly with the clergyman clinging to it as to a 

rope. Then her breasts seem to turn into balloons that inflate in front of our eyes. Finally, the 

woman vanishes in the background of clouds. At the end of the race, as the clergyman enters 

a corridor, she appears behind him "swimming in a sort of sky. " [Matthews, 1971: 62-63] 

A vague image of a door emerges on the screen: it opens and lets the clergyman 
inside. Interestingly, he walks with his back forward, which suggests a closure of the 
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alchemical circle. The character is now in the room with the glass sphere, where he sees a 

person whom he tries to grab and place inside the sphere. 
After a dissolve, the quest theme continues as the clergyman traverses a labyrinth of 

corridors, swinging a large key, another symbol of alchemical search, with which he unlocks 

one by one five different doors. While the character is walking along the corridors, various 

cinematic techniques are used to produce the effect of the walls changing their position and 

sliding on each other. As he enters a large room, he finds the officer and the woman united 

as a couple. On seeing the clergyman, the woman jumps up on her feet and rushes away with 

the officer following her. The clergyman pursues them through the corridors and out onto the 

country road. Lagging considerably behind the couple, he runs with his arms wide-spread, as 

if ready to catch somebody. It seems quite important that in the open air all three of them run 

towards the camera, which moves away from them. However, once they are back to the 

corridors, the camera looks at them from behind, as if locking them up in their circular 

alchemical space. 

Another dissolve precedes the end of the episode marked by a close-up shot of 

several human fists pounding on a flat surface. The surrounding scene shifts to water images. 

All the three characters are now on board a ship. The clergyman is lying in a hammock next 

to a circular patch of light. He then goes on deck where the officer lies enchained. The 

woman leans over a balustrade and kisses the officer, driving the clergyman into a fury. He 

makes a motion as though willing to strangle her and a transparent image of her neck 

appears between his hands in a close-up. Fading, it is replaced by a small island that rotates 

in front of the camera growing into a city. 
Apart from roundness and rotation motifs, the whole scene is full of sunlight 

reflections playing on the water. A split-screen effect is introduced to show a close-up of the 

clergyman's head at the bottom left of the screen, while the island appears alongside in a 

watery grotto. The structuring of images in this frame appears to reflect the inner state of the 

character's mind. A small ship is then seen making its way towards the island, which 

suggests a restatement of the main topic of the film, the one of the long voyage towards 

one's own unity. The episode ends with another close-up of the small island surrounded by 

water and smoke, whereas the clergyman's head emerges with his eyes closed, suggesting 

that the events might take place in his dream. 

A new dissolve introduces the image of the clergyman strangling an invisible woman 

"with expressions of unbelievable sadism" [Hedges, 1983: 29] on his face. He then throws 
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her detached head into a glass globe, an act followed, via a close-up of his own head, by the 

shot of the room in which he was seen earlier strangling his imaginary victim. Hedges 

suggests that "whether it makes sense to us or not, we have literally passed through the 

clergyman's head into a place already visited. " [Hedges, 1983: 29] As eight maids enter to 

clean the room and dust the globe filled with water, they pass it from hand to hand and 

"momentarily it seems that a head can be seen moving inside". [Matthews, 1971: 62] As it is 

the clergyman's head this time, from the alchemical perspective the scene suggests that the 

main character "is associated with Mercury, traditionally portrayed inside the philosophic 

egg. " [Hedges, 1983: 29] 

At this stage the woman begins to assume different identities. First, she enters the 

room as a governess wearing a black dress and stops in the middle of it. The camera then 

cuts to a shot of an open-air scene where she is seen dressed in a white tennis outfit talking 

to a young man, as the clergyman walks by. Next the camera returns to the room where the 

lady is still standing in the same position, while the maids are dusting the glass sphere. She 

suddenly rises her arm and the maids freeze. Another gesture and the maids run away, while 

eight male servants run in and stand in a row. The open-air sequence is repeated, to complete 

the previous circle, and then it develops to the next level showing the clergyman and the 

woman, this time wearing a white dress, entering the room through two different doors. 

They are obviously about to be married by the officer, now dressed in a cassock, who has 

replaced the black-clad lady-governess in the room. The eight maids come in again: standing 

in a row on the one side, while the eight male servants form a row on the other, they 

"emphasize the union of male and female elements in this scene. " [Hedges, 1983: 30-31] 

The eyes of the clergyman now appear in a close-up, suggesting another change 

between the inner and the outer world representations in the film. Then only one of his eyes 

stays on the screen: numerous superimpositions are used to surround it, showing images of 

water and sunlight reflections. After the supposed success of the `alchemical wedding', a 

split-screen effect reflects the clergyman's imagination unfolding. At first, everything seems 

to be absorbed by omnipresent water. Then the island and the ship emerge from the water 

again, being soon substituted by the shot of a staircase in the dark. The clergyman is seen 

going down the staircase carrying something big and white in his hands. He appears to be 

headless. As he unwraps the package, the already familiar globe emerges. Breaking it open, 
he takes out his head. The camera scans along the amazed faces of the servants still standing 
in a row in the familiar room before they disappear. 
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Once united with his lady, the clergyman swallows the image of his own face from 

the seashell, which clearly symbolizes the triumphant self-reintegration attained through the 

final merging of the controversial psychic aspects within his nature. According to the 

surrealist doctrine, such self-discovery could only be achieved by means of a heterosexual 

union, in which the woman introduces the man to the irrational part of the world hidden 

from him by the logic his mind and social power traditionally represent. 

Similarly to La Coquille et le clergyman, whose characters appear to be wandering in 

space and confronting natural elements, as well as their own deep psychic impulses, the 

concept of eliminated spatial borders seems to persist in the art of video installations. Thus, 

it reemerges, for example, in Aiyoung Yun's piece called Abyss (2000), whose title and 

essence bear a clear allusion to the just described sequence from Artaud's and Dulac's film. 

The video artist is clearly concerned with the revelation that all human beings are ultimately 

strangers in this world and their identities are always incomplete. Seen from such a 

perspective, we are all eternally wandering in different spaces, whether real or imagined, 

unable to anchor anywhere and continuously falling down the abyss of time and space. 

To render this idea visually, both the early 1920s filmmakers and the video artists use 

cinematic analogy and montage that allow them to transcend the laws of gravity and time. 

The officer in La Coquille et le clergyman miraculously reappears on the rock next to the 

alchemist after the latter has thrown the former down into the sea. Similarly, the three- 

dimensional human form evolving above Paris and the waters of the river Seine by night in 

Aiyoung Yun's Abyss is completely detached from the background - an effect intensified by 

the three-dimensional stereo glasses worn by the viewers - and clearly independent of any 

physical laws. 

The dominance of the water element in both cases does not seem accidental: its 

fluidity evokes a similar quality inherent in film and video media. The flow of water 

imitating the flow of time, it also allows to dissolve the rigid borders between various 

spaces. Furthermore, the water motif in Abyss is reinforced by the structure of the 

installation that invites the audience to look into a metal barrel where, instead of water, a 

monitor is placed showing a naked female body floating above the Parisian landscape at 

night. According to the artist herself, the body image "symbolizes an escape from a closed 

space and also a sort of attachment to freedom". [Fargier, 2001] 
In fact, in her persistent attempts to transgress the temporal and the spatial border, the 

Korean artist is trying to render her personal experience, as well as a metaphorical message. 
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She is herself a vivid example of a ̀ soul lost in time and space': a stranger in the city where 

she has chosen to live, i. e. Paris, by now Aiyoung Yun is also a stranger in the city where 

she was born, i. e. Seoul. Abyss seems to be an example of the artist successfully sharing with 
the audience her feeling of complete freedom from spatio-temporal constraints. Since it is 

quite difficult for the viewers looking into the barrel to regard the city in the monitor as an 

extension of their immediate space, they end up feeling as if they were floating themselves. 
Three-dimensional glasses reinforce the impression of standing on a floating point and being 

relative and external to the space in the video sequence. 
The motif of a soul lost in time and space in Abyss is quite revealing from a purely 

surrealist perspective, too. The already many times mentioned character of Breton's Nadja, a 

mentally unstable woman whom the leader of the surrealists met in the streets of Paris, 

defined herself as a "wandering soul. " [Breton, 1988: 688] This image is clearly pertinent in 

Aiyoung Yun's installations where naked bodies and faces float in space and time 

symbolizing not the idealized human beauty or the object of sexual desire, but the abstract 

essence of human race. Nudity is perceived by the artist as something individuality and 

social identity are built upon, a "basic representation of existence. " [Vidal, 2001] Staying in 

the domain of its own dream and thought, Aiyoung Yun's floating naked body images are 

accompanied by rough moans and heart beats, making it obvious that they are not meant to 

be looked at as purely visual objects. Clearly Artaud and Dulac hint upon such an 

interpretation of the issue of identity, although the technical possibilities of their epoch did 

not allow them to make it as obvious as in the case of multimedia video installations. 

The motifs of circularity, repetition and rotation are quite typical of all early 20th 

century modernist art, including that of cinema. The fundamental philosophy of the era 

suggested that the linear flow of time reflected in coherent narratives could not render either 

the `feeling' or the `vision' of contemporary world that was constantly going apart and re- 

assembling itself in grotesque combinations of elements. 

It seems quite significant that at the end of the 20th century, when the modernist 

philosophy appears to have completed its circle of development and passed to the `post- 

modernist' level, alchemy became a popular artistic issue again. Thus, the art of video- 
installation often uses the idea of alchemical union and circular transformation of matter in 

its attempts to reintegrate the space of the artwork with the immediate space of the viewer 

experiencing it. Post-modernism per se questions the possibility to distinguish between the 
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oppositions that structure our world perception in the traditional realistic view, showing their 

initial unity and reversibility. 

La mesentente entre Artaud et Germaine Dulac, si elle a existe, fut tardive. Les lettres [... ] que le poete 
adressait ä la realisatrice, avant et pendant le tournage, ne temoignent d'aucun desaccord, meme superficiel. 
2 Germaine Dulac [... ] avait [... ] aborde un scenario poetique du surrealiste Antonin Artaud: La Coquille et le 
Clergyman, mais l'avait gäche ä la realisation par le jeu mediocre d'Alex Allin et noyb sous une debauche de 
trucs techniques d'oü ne surnageaient plus que quelques admirables images eparses. 
3 il ne se laisse plus, comme la premiere avant-garde frangaise, griser ni envahir par la technique et les 

exercises de style 
411 parait excessif, en tous cas, de faire grief ä Germaine Dulac des trucages et d'un recours constant aux effets 
techniques. Car le texte d'Artaud invitait continuellement ä de tell procedes. 
s Ce scenario n'est pas la reproduction d'un reve et ne doit pas titre considere comme tel. Je ne chercherai pas A 

en excuser l'incoherence apparente par 1'echappatoire facile des reves. Les reves ont plus que leur logique. Ce 

scenario recherche la verite sombre de 1'esprit, en des images issues uniquement d'elles-memes, qui ne tirent 
pas leur sens de la situation oü titles se developpent, mais dune sorte de necessite interieure et puissante qui les 

'rojette dans la lumiere d'une evidence sans recours. 
avant-propos 

7 J'ai cherche, dans le scenario, A realiser cette We de cinema visuel oit la psychologie meme est devoree par 
les actes. [... ] Non que le cinema doive se passer de toute psychologie humaine: ce n'est pas son principe; bien 
au contraire, mais donner ä cette psychologie une forme beaucoup plus vivante et active, et sans ces liaisons 
qui essaient de faire paraitre les mobiles de nos actes dans une lumiere absolument stupide au lieu de nous les 
etaler dans leur originelle et profonde barbarie. 
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2.6. Surrealist cinema by Luis Bunuel and Salvador Dali: Un Chien andalou (1929) and 

L'Age d'or (1930) 

The two most famous surrealist films released in Paris in 1929-1930, Un Chien 

andalou and L'Äge d'or, were a result of collaboration between two talented Spaniards who 

initially did not have much to do with surrealism. On the one hand, the groundbreaking 

nature of their work seems to originate from Luis Bunuel's and Salvador Dali's shared 

origins, Spain being in many ways an intrinsically `surrealist' country based upon "the 

medieval extremes of elegance and cruelty. " [Harcourt, 1974: 107] On the other hand, the 

two artists demonstrated in their films a combination of complementary visions stemming 

from their respective preferences in expressive media. 
Although the exact contributions of each remain uncertain due to contradictory 

historical accounts of the collaboration, Bunuel undoubtedly had more purely cinematic 

experience than Dali, having assisted the avant-garde director Jean Epstein at the shooting of 

several films before the start of his own career. Even taking into account Bufiuel's claim that 

he had learnt little from Epstein and was quite inexperienced when making Un Chien 

andalou [Aranda, 1976: 34], the future Spanish director certainly contemplated the nature 

and potential of the newly emerging medium a great deal. Bunuel worked as a film critic and 

an organizer of various events concerning innovative cinema issues throughout the second 

half of the 1920s. Thus, one of the conferences organized by him in Madrid in 1927 dealt 

with slow motion, particularly as used for dream sequences in Epstein's films and for 

experimental purposes in Rene Clair's Entr'acte. 

Writing for the Parisian journal Les Cahiers d'Art (Journals of Art), Bunuel 

compared "the purely visual continuity of avant-garde work" with "the literary armature of 

the mainstream `cinedrama"' and expressed "an interest in `segmentation', perhaps in 

response to the Russian montage cinema of the period. " [Drummond, 1994: vii] As a critic 

and editor for the film section of an influential avant-garde magazine La Gaceta Literaria 

Hispanoamericana (The Hispanoamerican Literary Gazette) in 1928-1932, where, among 

other things, Dali's article "Artistic Film, Anti-artistic Film" was published, Bunuel earned a 

certain reputation in the Spanish intellectual world. 

Thus, it poses no doubt that, even before he started making his own films, Bunuel 

was no stranger to the world of cinema. However, the fact that he first came to film from 

literature played a significant role in the nature of his cinematic art, defining, as will be 
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shown further on, the structure of his films and the direction of his cinematic experiment in 

general. According to existing research, not only the ideas, but many of the images from Un 

Chien andalou and L'Äge d'or already appear in Bufluel's literary work published in avant- 

garde magazines in Madrid and Paris in the 1920s. [Aranda, 1976: 43-44] 

The director's personal letters, as reproduced in Bunuel's numerous biographies, 

reveal a true passion for literature, whereas his collection of poems El perro andaluz (The 

Andalusian Dog) with Dali's encouragement gave its title to the first officially 

acknowledged surrealist film. In fact, "Andalusian dogs"' was a nickname they both used, 

while still being students in Madrid, to refer to Andalusian modernist poets, not quite 

revolutionary in their view. [Aranda, 1976: 46] Although almost forgotten now, this allusion 

was strong enough at the time to seriously offend their friend Federico Garcia Lorca, the 

most famous of the poets in question, who thought himself being ridiculed in the film as the 

leading ̀Andalusian dog'. [Gibson, 1997: 195] 

Considered a classical example of surrealism in cinema, the film was made in 

complete independence of Breton's group. Bunuel had undoubtedly read the surrealist 

publications circulating at the time, but, when first approached by the surrealists, manifested 

strong uncertainty about their reaction to his work. Remembering the way they had behaved 

at the first showing of Germaine Dulac's La Coquille et le Clergyman, which Bunuel 

personally liked, he even had stones in his pockets to throw at the audience during the 

premiere, in case they disapproved of Un Chien andalou. [Bunuel, 1994: 106] 

Significantly, after Breton commented positively on the film, Bunuel 

`contextualized' it within the philosophy of surrealism calling it "a desperate, impassioned 

call for murder. " [Buache, 1973: 9] Such a definition clearly reflected Breton's original 

vision of a surrealist act as described in his Second Manifesto of Surrealism (1929) written 

the same year. "The simplest surrealist act consists of going out in the street, revolvers 

clenched in your fists, and shooting randomly as much as possible in the crowd. "2 [Breton, 

1988: 782-783] Thus, Un Chien andalou turned out to witness "the cinema's first use of the 

`automatic' language of surrealism", which led to its scenario being "published in the 

official surrealist review in 1929. " [Aranda, 1976: 60] 

Moreover, by the time Bunuel and Dali made Un Chien andalou, many of the avant- 

garde inventions "had already become mannerisms", which made the two collaborators 
"determined from the start to undermine the avant-garde appeal. " [Hedges, 1983: 45] Bunuel 

clearly regarded the work of his avant-garde predecessors as addressing essentially the 
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spectator's reason and artistic sensibility, by means of "play of light and shadows, [... ] 

preoccupation with rhythmic editing and search for new technical procedures. " [Talens, 

1993: 33] While his `teacher' Epstein tried to create an atmosphere of beauty by 

"photographing the object wrapped up in a diffused, mystical halo, and from some 

unexpected angle", Bunuel presented his objects in such a way that their "material essence" 

appeared directly, their "reality" being "physical and strong. " [Aranda, 1976: 35-36] 

According to J. -B. Brunius, 

Un Chien andalou came just right to defeat this blind confidence in lens, operator and 

laboratory tricks, to bring back the current of omission that took the scenario beyond any meaning. 3 

[Brunius, 1987: 82] 

Indeed, throughout Un Chien andalou there seems to manifest itself a violent 

reaction "against the foregrounding of visual technique" and a marked preference of the 

"straight cut" leading to "a minimum of image distortion. " [Hedges, 1983: 45] 

Simultaneously, the visual image remains "foregrounded in relation to the narrative which is 

continually undercut by structural dislocations. " [Hedges, 1983: 45] 

As if to stress the fact that their film does have a narrative perspective, although a 

very unusual one, Bunuel and Dali created a number of allusions to the conventions of their 

contemporary silent cinema, ridiculing its "theatrical character of emotion and gesture. " 

[Matthews, 1971: 86] Thus, the script of Un Chien andalou suggests, among other things, 

the female character kissing the cyclist "passionately on the lips" and the man looking "like 

a villain in melodrama", while staring at the woman "lustfully with rolling eyes". 

[Finkelstein, 1998: 132] 

In a way, Bunuel and Dali's first work "reinscribed the history of the cinema at the 

time of its making" [Talens, 1993: 33] by means of questioning the nature of both, 

mainstream and avant-garde films. The essence of their approach seems well summarized by 

J. -B. Brunius: 

All the effort by Dali and Bunuel was directed on the contents of the film which they charged 

with all their obsessions, all the images of their personal mythology that they wanted violent and 

agonizing. As for the format, Bunuel gave it the simplest possible shape, without neglecting any 

resource of a technique he is an expert in, but refraining with austerity from all the rapid montages, 



193 

all the multiple superimpositions and all the houses photographed upside down, which his 

predecessors used only too much to impress the bourgeois. 4 [Brunius, 1987: 81] 

According to various testimonies, the scenario was born out of the "encounter" 

between Bunuel's "dreams" and those of Dali. [Aranda, 1976: 64] As they discussed them, 

the episodes of the film emerged, with no visible disagreement between the two 

collaborators during the shooting. [Aranda, 1976: 64] However, Dali's contribution to Un 

Chien andalou is often diminished or simply overlooked by scholars. Usually his work on 

the sets for the film gets more credit in academic accounts. Thus, as J. H. Matthews's reports, 

"it was Dali who `made up' the donkeys, pouring pots of glue over them, enlarging their eye 

sockets with scissors, and cutting their mouths open `to make the white row of teeth show to 

better advantage'. " [Matthews, 1971: 88] 

Although preferring static media for his personal creative expression, the Catalan 

artist had been "giving serious consideration to film ever since his earliest published 

writings" [Finkelstein, 1998: 128], whereas some stills from Un Chien andalou further 

influenced the imagery of his paintings in 1929. Moreover, Dali's appearance in the Parisian 

art milieu was most welcome by the members of Breton's group, considering that the 

"transformation of the real by the force of the imagination was always at the heart of the 

Surrealist enterprise, verbal and visual". [Green, 2000: 124] 

It poses little doubt that the main objective while making Un Chien andalou was "to 

provoke instinctive reactions of revulsion and attraction in the spectator", to make him or her 

"anxious", as their "innermost psyche" was being "violated" [Aranda, 1976: 64] 

Consequently, Bunuel invariably refused any effort of systematization in the commentary of 

the film. He insisted that he and Dali "would choose gags and objects that came to [their] 

minds" and "reject without pity anything that could signify something. " [Matthews, 1971: 

90] Thus, any meanings dictated by rational associations or sequence development were 

automatically discarded as devoid of interest, whereas irrational associations were openly 

invited. 

However, although famously claiming that "nothing in the film symbolizes 

anything", Bunuel partly accepted the psychoanalytical approach to Un Chien andalou or at 
least agreed not to dismiss completely the possibility of its being interpreted in terms of 

sexual and other symbols. [Perez Turrent, 1993: 23] Researchers tend to agree with the 

director on that: 
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It would appear that psychoanalytic concepts can offer some insights into effects the 

structural dislocations of the film exert upon the spectator. The continual breaks in the narrative 
frame have to be compensated by the spectator's efforts at understanding. [Hedges, 1983: 51 ] 

In fact, Bufluel appears to object only to the search of `meaning' in the film's 

progression, stating that it is "supposed to reproduce the effects of the `psychic automatism' 

Breton defined as the essence of the surrealist mode of thought. " [Hedges, 1983: 50] Indeed, 

throughout Un Chien andalou dramatic interest is generated along with a psychoanalytic 

impulse, only to be undermined by black humor dissipating any plausible effects the film 

appears to create. The whole nature of Un Chien andalou strives to disorient the audience, 

ruining their attempts to grasp and interpret the material this film brings together. As J. H. 

Matthews rightly puts it, "no pre-conceptions are valid any longer, no preconditioning is 

proof against the force of humorous surprise. " [Matthews, 1971: 89] 

A summary of various academic opinions seems to suggest there is "a logic in the 

film, but not the traditional one", as everything in it appears to be "linked by a fatality. " 

[Aranda, 1976: 65] Currently, there exist four major approaches to the analysis of Bunuel 

and Dali's two collaborative works, as Linda Williams claims in her substantial study of 

surrealist cinema. The namely `surrealist' view explores themes and motifs characteristic of 

Breton's doctrine as they reveal themselves in the artworks. The `realist' line of analysis 

includes all social, Marxist and generally anti-bourgeois approaches to the two films. The 

third possible outlook studies Bunuel's cinematic art as that of an `auteur', i. e. individually, 

not seen as part of some wider classification. The last widely accepted approach offers a 

mixture of semiotics and psychoanalysis rooted in the theory of Jacques Lacan, who roughly 

equals symbolism of objects with symbolism of the verbal language. [Williams, 1998: 199- 

206] Such a variety of interpretation owes its existence to the fact that, in a way, Un Chien 

andalou "does not impose meanings, it offers proposals for making sense. " [Talens, 1993: 

40] The very essence of the debate is probably best summarized by F. Buache: 

It would be a mistake to try to work out a systematic exegesis of Un Chien andalou, because 

it is impossible to translate completely into ordinary language the complexity of this poem - for 

poem it is, and not a fable or an allegory. On the other hand, it would be equally wrong to see it as 

the convulsions of two wild imaginations. It is open to logical interpretation, and its theme is an 
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extremely serious one. It describes the dramatic collision of desire and the object of desire in a 

context that literally bristles and pitfalls. [Buache, 1973: 10] 

Indeed, the very style of Un Chien andalou constantly challenges the conventions of 

a society that has set a curse on human desire, making some contemporary filmmakers, like 

Jean Vigo, for example, "extremely struck by the film's social implications as well as its 

poetic force. " [Buache, 1973: 13] At the same time, the object of desire is not seen by 

Bunuel and Dali as something straightforward either. The female figure appears in the film 

elusive and multiple, suggesting that carnal passion can be associated with almost magical 

powers. It cannot be held back by the constraints normally imposed by time and space: 

juxtaposing in a single sequence places and times initially separated, the action of the film 

reduces the universe and the passage of years to an eternalized moment. 

The seeming `ordinariness' of the plot, which includes a formal prologue, a 
development and an epilogue, adds to the `strangeness' of the film's overall cinematic 

discourse. Spanish researchers tend to claim that "Bunuel is much more of a classicist than 

might be at first evident" and that the confusion of time and space in Un Chien andalou 

originates from the "tradition of Spanish theatre and Spanish story-telling. " [Aranda, 1976: 

65-66] Such a view seems to be supported by the observations of critics less familiar with 

the underlying cultural background of the film, as they note how its form appears to 

contribute to the 'story': 

By its scenario, Un Chien andalou is a reaffirmation of the value of the anecdote. By its 

staging, this film marks the abandonment of all photographic virtuosity or other things that do not 

serve the plot directly. 5 [Brunius, 1987: 81] 

In fact, this pattern reveals itself from the very start of the film. As the opening title 

Once upon a time suggests that a narrative will unfold and introduces the notorious eye- 

slicing sequence, the movement of the cloud approaching the moon parallels that of the razor 

brought close to the eye of the woman sitting in the room. However, even in the 1920s the 

visual image of clouds shutting out moonlight was already considered a cinematic 

commonplace. Consequently, in Un Chien andalou it acquires an unexpected development 

leading to a strong physical revulsion, as "the razor suppresses sight, producing results so 

unpleasant that Bunuel was physically ill after he had cut through the eyeball of a dead 
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animal to create a realistic effect. " [Liebman, 1998: 145] The aesthetic pleasure presumably 

promised by the parallelism of similar forms and movements is, thus, `exploded'. 

Moreover, this `explosion' is so strong that it metaphorically breaks through the 

screen into the immediate reality of the spectators, making them feel as shocked and 

disgusted as if they had just participated personally in the scene. The powerful effect the 

sequence produces is due to the fact that the spectators feel "the violence of the razor as a 

blinding assault on [their] own vision. " [Liebman, 1998: 145] J. -B. Brunius was one of the 

first critics to claim that Bunuel and Dali conceived their film primarily as a strong assault 

on the contemporary bourgeois society: 

The eye of the bourgeois does not interest Bunuel. Starting from the first images of his film, 

a brutal razor blow in a lens signifies to all the touchy-on-the-retina ones, who came in search of 

some delightful titillation in front of "art photos", that the film is not for them. If the bourgeois likes 

being shocked, let it be at least more profoundly. 6 [Brunius, 1987: 82] 

The woman's eye first appears on the screen as something totally passive: it stares 

straight ahead, unblinking and undisturbed at the approach of the razor. Somehow, it seems 

to be "an eye that is put there to be seen" and in that way it "connects with our own passive 

voyeuristic stare. " [Liebman, 1998: 145] On the other hand, throughout the history of 

European art blindness has been known as a poetic figure for a different kind of vision. In 

Paul Eluard's words, "The sweet red iron of the dawn/Returns the sight to the blind. "7 

[Williams, 1981: 73] From this perspective, the notorious opening of Un Chien andalou 

`blinds' the spectators in order to make them `see' at last. 

As has already been shown, other experimental films of the epoch often exploited the 

eye image as a signal for a qualitatively new vision and, in a way, Bufluel and Dali appear to 

take this approach to its furthest possible limit. However, throughout the years of academic 

research the opening sequence of Un Chien andalou has been attributed a huge number of 

possible meanings. Apart from its anti-bourgeois undertones, the eye-slicing has been 

interpreted as a symbol of castration by psychoanalysts, as a patriarchal assault on woman by 

feminists and as the border between the inside and the outside worlds by specialists on 

surrealism, to name but a few. Linda Williams seems to offer a persuasive summary of 

various academic opinions: 
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The prologue metaphor can be seen [... ] as a symbol of sexual penetration of the female 

body, as an assault on the viewer's own vision and a movement toward inner vision and finally [... ] 

as some form of metaphor for the act of cinematic construction itself. [Williams, 1981: 82] 

The violence of Un Chien andalou's imagery clearly transgresses the borders of its 

artistic space and almost literally breaks through into the spectators' immediate reality, 

which can probably be best accounted for by Bunuel's dubious attitude towards the cinema 

itself. According to the testimonies given later in his life, Bunuel went to the cinema very 

little and even had troubles choosing actors for his own films, simply because he did not 

know them. In one of the interviews he claims: "I do not like going to the cinema, but I like 

cinema as a medium for expressing myself... The cinema, with its mechanism, opens up for 

us a little window on the extension of this reality. " [Aranda, 1976: 54] Bunuel's vision of the 

cinema as an "extension of this reality" [Aranda, 1976: 54] in combination with his dislike 

of traditional filmic narrative leads to a suggestion that his perception of the medium was 

already going beyond its formally accepted limits. With his ultimate aim being a 

combination of `realities' and a unification of qualitatively different spaces, Bunuel almost 

admits the very idea of expanded cinema. 

However, as a new sub-title Eight Years Later announces the beginning of the ̀ story' 

itself, the spectators, although hardly recovered from their initial shock, automatically start 

trying to `make sense' of what they see, taking as a point of reference their usual experience 

of following narratives unfold. A man with a striped box on a strap around his neck is seen 

cycling along an empty street. Here again, Bufluel and Dali clearly mean to mock the well- 

known avant-garde techniques, their scenario urging a visual parallel between the striped 

box and the sight of the falling rain: "A fade-in with the box whose oblique stripes are 

superimposed on the streaks of the rain. " [Matthews, 1971: 88] 

The camera next shows us a woman reading in a third-floor room, who suddenly 
drops her book, as if having heard something, listens and goes to the window to witness the 

man fall off his bicycle. She rushes down to the street to kiss the motionless cyclist in the 

earlier discussed exaggerated theatrical manner, typical of contemporary cinematic 

melodrama. Her hands holding a little key are seen in a close-up, as they open the cyclist's 
box and reveal an object wrapped in striped tissue paper. The script specifies that only the 

thickness of line distinguishes the falling rain, the stripes on the box, those on the tissue 

paper and the pattern of the striped tie uncovered from it. Thus, alongside with melodramatic 
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gestures, the spectator's interest in what the box contains is skillfully and deliberately 

"sustained through two further amplifications of the same visual motif. " [Gould, 1976: 61- 

62] 

The play on cinematic and cultural conventions continues, as the woman is seen back 

in her room, laying parts of the cyclist's costume out on a bed to form a human figure and 

replacing a dark tie with the striped one she has taken from the box. In this context, J. H. 

Matthews rightly notes, "visual associations typical of contemporary avant-garde cinema 

make it impossible for the viewer of Un Chien andalou to ignore a flagrant sexual symbol. " 

[Matthews, 1971: 88] Consequently, the sudden appearance of the male character on the bed 

seems to symbolize the materialization of the woman's desire, which, in accordance with the 

social conventions, forces her to rush out of the room, slamming the door behind her and 

accidentally trapping the man's hand in it. 

However, as she turns around, she finds the young man beside her, presumably in the 

same room, which seriously undermines our realistic perception of space, a characteristic of 

the film that will be discussed at greater length further on. In the meanwhile, the male 

character looks with alarm at his palm and a close-up reveals a large hole in its centre from 

which ants keep crawling out. This image can be interpreted as the visualization of pain 

produced by the hand being previously trapped in the door. Moreover, in Spanish "the words 
for ant, hormiga, and for itching, hormigueo, are closely associated" [Aranda, 1976: 67], 

which adds to the verbal versus visual signs analysis. 
Although obviously unrealistic, the man's palm invaded by ants is perceived as a 

highly `real' image by the spectators. Unlike camera or laboratory effects of the earlier 

experimental cinema, Bufluel and Dali transform reality in a way that is "comparatively 

believable because the viewer experiences no distortion in the immediate perception of the 

object, no matter how bizarre that object might be. " [Williams, 1981: 215] The extremely 

tactile quality of many images helps to sustain this effect. Starting with an assault on a 

solitary undistorted eye in a context that makes the audience perceive it almost as if it were 
their own, the film develops via "a chain of severed or seemingly autonomous hands. " 

[Drummond, 1994: xviii] 

The image of a hand in itself suggests a high degree of palpability, its symbolic 

meaning quickly becoming a commonplace in surrealist art. However, it appears that the 

exceptional tactility of Bunuel's and Dali's cinematic imagery is rooted in their previous 

cultural experience, rather than in Breton's aesthetic doctrine. The Spanish researcher F. 
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Aranda claims that "this plastic quality is found, long before the birth of surrealism, in 

traditional Spanish art: wrought iron, tinplate jewellery and sculpture itself appear to seek to 

appeal to the finger-tips. " [Aranda, 1976: 67] 

Other strangely independent, but shockingly `real' parts of human body also 

continuously appear throughout Un Chien andalou. The film's obsession with segmentation 

and dissolution of the human body has a parallel in surrealist painting, sculpture and 

photography. A repeated fragmentation and metamorphosis of the female protagonist's 

torso, such as dissolving into naked breasts and buttocks under the man's caresses or 

appearing as an autonomous nude back in the park, is reinforced in the final scene showing 

the couple's bodies cut in halves in their bizarre beach burial. 

However, segmentation and condensation of body images also appear in the 

sequences that do not involve the main protagonists directly, suggesting that this symbolism 
is all-inclusive, easily projected in the world outside. Thus, after the close-up of the male 

character's palm with ants, another close-up shows a human head from above. As the camera 
irises out from it, the head is revealed to belong to an androgynous woman standing in the 

street surrounded by agitated onlookers. The main couple, too, watch her from their window, 

while she pokes with a stick at a severed hand lying on the ground. A policeman pushes 

through the crowd and places the hand in the striped box, politely giving it to the woman. As 

the crowd dissolves, the androgynous woman, strangely oblivious to the reality around her, 

is soon knocked down by a car. 
The theme of human androgynous nature may be interpreted as a dream condensation 

of the couple's mutual desire and, at first sight, it suggests clearly surrealist roots. However, 

Lorca believing himself to be the object of ridicule in Un Chien andalou, it rather supports 
the hypothesis that Bunuel's and Dali's work conveyed their personal experience more than 

any abstract philosophy. The male protagonist of the film suddenly materializing on the bed 

and ̀ coming to life' very much resembles Lorca's playing out his death and resurrection at 

the students' Residencia in Madrid. In this context, the breasts of the female character 
turning into buttocks under the man's caresses may well allude to the poet's homosexuality 

and his particular physical disgust towards female breasts. [Gibson, 1997: 195] 
However, Bunuel himself tends to give a different explanation to the breasts-and- 

buttocks scene. Admitting he "has always felt a secret but constant link between the sexual 

act and death", he claims he "tried to translate this inexplicable feeling into images, as in Un 

Chien andalou when the man caresses the woman's bare breasts as his face slowly changes 
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into a death mask. " [Bufluel, 1994: 15] This statement seems quite plausible in the light of 

what follows. The woman flees from the man's caresses and his frustration visualizes itself, 

as he picks up two ropes and approaches her, dragging behind him a heavy burden of various 

objects. Among them, there are corks, melons, two priests and two grand pianos, each loaded 

with a dead donkey, whose decomposing flesh causes a strong physical revulsion in the 

spectators. 
Clearly, in Un Chien andalou parody goes beyond mere cinematic conventions, as 

this horrifying advance is none other than a caricature of a religious procession. Brought up 

in a strict Catholic atmosphere, with priests in the family whom he sometimes even helped 

with religious service, Bunuel grew up with a deeply rooted equation between sex, sin and 

punishment in his mind. He confesses that "the two basic sentiments of [his] childhood" 

staying with him "well into adolescence" were "those of a profound eroticism, at first 

sublimated in a great religious faith, and a permanent consciousness of death. " [Edwards, 

1995: 9] However, as the future film director's personality developed, he violently revolted 

against religion, famously refusing to return to the Jesuits school where he had been a top- 

student, but could not tolerate the atmosphere. 
Un Chien andalou being very much a film about human desire which manifests itself 

in the form of a troublesome dream, the bizarre procession can be seen as a condensation of 

various symbols. The man is not free to approach the woman he loves, because he "carries 

around with him a whole ramshackle load of moral and social circumstances". [Matthews, 

1971: 88] In it "the pumpkins evoke cooking and domestic chores, [... ] the smiling priests 

represent the way the Church tries to trammel love", while "the piano is a symbol of 

bourgeois life" and "the corpses of animals are reminders of putrefaction. " [Matthews, 1971: 

88] The rich symbolism of the scene has been noticed and commented upon by almost every 

critic writing on Un Chien andalou, starting from the very first: 

Bunuel affirms that nothing in his film symbolizes anything. He means that there is no 

conscious and deliberate use of symbols. But one does not need to be an expert in symbolism to 

understand that in the scene where the young man prepares himself for an erotic assault on the girl, 

what he drags with a superhuman effort at the end of two ropes, from the lightest to the heaviest 

object: corks, melons, priests, pianos and donkey carcasses, all of these are symbolically memories of 

childhood and education. [... ] this is enough to convince oneself that all the scenario is devoted to 

forces and obstacles of subjective order that prevent the formation of a couple. One mustn't look for 

any obscurity there! [Brunius, 1987: 84] 



201 
On the whole, researchers tend to agree that as the horrifying procession passes 

"diagonally up and out of the frame, Bunuel dismisses religion along with art, in its most 

conventional form (two grand pianos). " [Gould, 1976: 62] This mocking attitude is further 

reinforced by the skillful arrangement of the elements organizing the procession: "the white 

teeth of the rotting donkey" picking up "the white keys of the piano" [Matthews, 1971: 88] 

create clear visual associations. However, similarly to the prologue sequence, the visual 

parallel is only hinted at and then immediately subverted, as the spectators' disgust at the 

sight ruins every possibility of aesthetic pleasure. 

The immediate imagery of the scene also has a well-documented biographical 

explanation behind it, which seems to highlight the power that "moral and social 

circumstances" [Matthews, 1971: 88] acquired in the process of education exercise over the 

life of an individual. At the time of Bunuel's and Dali's childhood dead domestic animals 

were a usual sight in rural Spain, as peasants did not remove their remains from the fields 

where they could still be useful for the soil. Bunuel even reports of his personal experience 

as a child coming across a decomposing donkey corpse: "I stood there hypnotized, sensing 

that beyond this rotten carcass lay some obscure metaphysical significance. " [Bunuel, 1994: 

11] J. -B. Brunius supports this evidence claiming that most images in Un Chien andalou are 

actually no more than reminiscences of the filmmakers' early cultural experience: 

One wanted to see in Un Chien andalou more inventions than it contains. The Marist 

brothers and the rotting donkeys that appear so surprising, for example, could be found along the 

roads in Spain in Bufluel's documentary Land without Bread. [... ] it is enough to have spent a few 

minutes in Spain to know that they did not invent the mass of cassocks. Many elements of which the 

film is composed are undoubtedly remainders of exterior perceptions, even if the process is not 

conscious with the two authors. It is their disposition in the film that integrates them in a mental 

representation, like the dream uses souvenirs of the day before, like the myth composes with bits of 

history. 9 [Brunius, 1987: 82] 

However, with the new title announcing it is About Three in the Morning, the film's 

bizarre ̀ story' offers even more irrationality than ever. Outside the room a stranger rings the 

bell, which, in accordance with the silent cinema conventions challenged by Bunuel and 
Dali, is rendered in the image of two hands protruding through holes in the door and shaking 

a cocktail shaker. As the woman lets the stranger in, he forces the male protagonist to get up 
from the bed, tears off parts of his striped garment and throws them out of the window, 
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together with the striped box. He then forces the cyclist to stand against the wall of the room 

and only at this point the spectators are finally allowed to see the stranger's face which is 

identical to the cyclist's. 

The next title Sixteen Years before suggests the stranger is the cyclist's `younger 

self. However, the spectators' confusion is still sustained because the film contradicts "the 

temporal leap by maintaining an impossible spatial continuity (same decors, costumes and 

physiognomies). " [Hammond, 1991: 20] Here synchronic space is combined with diachronic 

time. The strategy of the so-called `surrealist cut' created by Bufluel and Dali in Un Chien 

andalou deliberately destroys the parallel continuum of time and space maintained in 

traditional filmic narrative. The continuity of actions regularly locates in the same space 

events separated by years, on the one hand, and inexplicably brings together presumably 

widely separated spaces, on the other. 

Thus, as the cyclist's `younger self hands him two books picked up from a desk and 
turns to go, the books suddenly become pistols in the cyclist's hands and he shoots his 

`younger self' down. The murdered man starts to fall and the floor of the bedroom appears in 

a close-up. However, an effortless cut brings us to a mysterious park setting where the dead 

body strangely lands. Beside it, there appears a bare female back, suggesting another 

mystery. So unnaturally still, she can be both a real woman and a statue. Such "question- 

raising regarding the mysterious" [Gould, 1976: 59] is quite insistent in Bunuel's films, 

particularly because he never tries to give any definite answers. Before the audience can 

grasp the woman-statue's perfect beauty, she dissolves into the air, while the dead man's 

body is carried away by passers-by. 

The next straight cut makes a transition back to the room, where the female 

protagonist is searching in vain for the cyclist. A long shot of a dark spot on the wall, which 
looks like a death's head moth, precedes his re-appearance in the room. Pressing his hand to 

his mouth in alarm, the man then reveals that the mouth has disappeared to be replaced with 

the woman's under-arm hair. Surprised and annoyed in her turn, the female protagonist 

walks out of the room. In accordance with the bizarre correlation of time and space, she 

enters not an adjoining room inside the house, but a vast empty beach. 
There a man is waiting for her and they walk together along the sea edge. As the 

waves wash up parts of the cyclist's striped costume and the box, the man kicks the broken 

box, while the woman picks up a couple of items only to throw them carelessly away in a 

moment. The fact that the objects thrown out of the room's window appear on the beach 
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produces an additional link between the otherwise widely separated locations and, 

humorously challenging the audience's desire for a `logic' in the film's `story', confuses 

them even more in relation to the realistic space perception. 

Simultaneously, the whole image of a romantic ̀ happy end' is radically undermined, 
too. The final scene shows the couple from the beach buried up to their chests in sand, 

blinded and eaten alive by the sun and insects. The title In the Spring suggests "an ironic 

mockery of rebirth, fertility and energy" [Williams, 1981: 99], while the unnatural stillness 

of the image creates the effect of a "painted tableau with real people stuck in the sand like 

dead flowers. " [Williams, 1981: 100] The epilogue is not as violent as the prologue 

sequence, but the sight is still quite unpleasant. According to Williams, "it is a worn-down, 

exhausted image of death that includes the previous element of blindness/castration. " 

[Williams, 1981: 100] 

The latest comment brings in the issue of a complex relationship between the film's 

prologue and epilogue. The images from the beginning of Un Chien andalou, such as the 

moon, the balcony and the couple, in combination with the `fairy-tale' title Once upon a 

time, offer evident romantic allusions which are then subverted through the shocking eye- 

cutting. Similarly, the final view of the couple united in their bizarre burial on the beach 

mocks the traditional pattern of a "happy ending to a romance. " [Williams, 1981: 100] The 

theme of blindness becomes crucial, uniting the prologue and the epilogue and completing 

the circle of possible visions evoked in the film: "from a metaphoric blindness that is also a 

figure for a new kind of sight, the film moves to the final blindness of death, from which no 

further vision ensues. " [Williams, 1981: 100] The sinister undertone of Un Chien andalou's 

ending appears reinforced by the tragic destiny of the film's leading actors both of whom 

committed suicide later in their lives. [Perez Turrent, 1993: 24] 

Apart from this complex vision/blindness symbolism, it is numerous dislocations of 

narrative time, space and characters that make it extremely difficult, if not completely 
impossible, for the audience to identify with the film's action. The temporal aspect of Un 

Chien andalou is undermined, among other things, by "the presumed authority of inter- 

titles", clearly subversive in their fluctuation "between extreme specificity and extreme 

generality" [Drummond, 1994: xix] and by considerable variety in the sections' length and 
duration. The film's spatial structure is challenged not only by the condensation of locations, 

but also, on a subtler level, by "eyeline-matches and mismatches, as well as looks directed 

on-screen and off-screen. " [Drummond, 1994: xxi] Thus, when the female protagonist first 
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sees the cyclist in the street, he appears on the same level and directly opposite her room, 

although he has not yet reached the building, while the woman's room is located well above 

the street level, as "subsequent high-angle shots quite clearly insist. " [Drummond, 1994: xxi] 

Distorting and undermining devices characteristic of traditional filmic narratives, 
Bufluel and Dali use a different mode to unite the spaces of the apartment and the street and 

make the `story' flow. The locations are joined together by means of a visual link between 

objects similar in their shapes. Thus, the round concave hole in the man's palm connects 

with the equally concave round armpit of a sunbather, while the "convex roundness of the 

sea urchin" reminds us of the "equally convex roundness of the androgyne's head and 

severed hand. " [Williams, 1981: 79] Ines Hedges correctly claims that in Un Chien andalou 

objects "seem to determine the progress of the discourse, turning up in each of the 

successive spaces established by the camera-narrator. " [Hedges, 1983: 46] 

These relationships between visual forms seem to be the basis for one of the main 

types of montage Bunuel and Dali use in their film. They start by mocking the traditional 

montage in their prologue, where the knife passing in front of the eye is preceded by the 

image of similar-shaped clouds passing in front of the moon. The equation between the 

woman's breasts and buttocks caressed by the man is another example of this artistic 

challenge to the usual montage techniques. Instead, Un Chien andalou constructs its filmic 

narrative along the lines of "dream imagery and logic at its most precise and irrational" 

[Hedges, 1983: 47] with the help of images containing a central circular element, even 

though some of them are concave, while others are convex. 
With Bunuel and Dali originally conceiving Un Chien andalou as an ̀ encounter' of 

their respective `dreams', it is hardly surprising that the film operates through a principle of 

flexible associations similar to the one functioning in dreams. Both are characterized by 

displacements, as well as by condensations in the form of visual metaphors and metonymies. 

Thus, the desired artistic defamiliarization, which in conventional films "had to be 

artificially induced by retaining a conscious distance from the narrative" [Hedges, 1983: 52], 

results from the very internal structure of Un Chien andalou, the fact noticed and 

commented upon by many critics: 

Un Chien andalou, without the authors concerning themselves the least to take the dream for 

justification, was very close to the dream. The dramatic means to which they appealed were surely 
less limited, but one could recognize there all the well-known mechanisms of condensation and 
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displacement. Obsessions, residues of memories lived were dramatized there in an irrational form, 

like they could have been in the dream of an adolescent fallen prey to the amorous torment. 10 

[Brunius, 1987: 84] 

According to Freud, dreams are a domain where nothing can be completely certain or 

completely negated. Similarly, Bunuel's and Dali's film does not assert or deny anything 

about its main theme, i. e. sexual desire, but simply reveals the opposing elements that 

structure it. Defined "in their most abstract and schematic form", these structural oppositions 

are "male-female, love-death, and sight-blindness. " [Williams, 1981: 103] Presumably self- 

exclusive concepts, they endlessly fluctuate throughout Un Chien andalou and come to a 

complete stasis at the end. In a way, the film pushes both poles of the oppositions to their 

limits, but does not obliterate either of them: death does not negate love, while blindness 

does not negate sight. It is this `harmony of the opposites' that makes Un Chien andalou an 

essentially surrealist film. 

Bunuel's and Dali's second film appears to be less of a collaborative effort than the 

first one. There seem to be several reasons why Dali grew disinterested in making L'Äge 

d'or with Bunuel. One of them suggests that by that time he was already infatuated by Gala 

and could not think of anything that did not involve her. Another claims that L'Age d'or was 
far more ideological than Un Chien andalou, while the ideologies of the two artists did not 

quite coincide. Bunuel was too concentrated on his personal idea of `morality' that had very 
little appeal for Dali. 

Having received a commission from the rich art patron Vicomte de Noailles for his 

second film, Bunuel formulated a clear objective: "Morality - middle-class morality, that is 

- is for me immoral. One must fight it. It is a morality founded on our most unjust 
institutions - religion, fatherland, family culture - everything that people call the pillars of 

society. " [Edwards, 1995: 11] Such a view of his artistic aim was quickly picked up by 

critics who claimed the film's ethical dimension dominated over its aesthetics. Thus, J. -B. 
Brunius writes: 

L'Äge d'or, moral film rather than poetical, is clearly an offensive against the ethics of the 

civilization and societies where we live, in front of which it stands up for a great forbidden love" 

[Brunius, 1987: 83] 
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Indeed, in a way, L'Äge d'or seems to continue the surrealist exploration of the 

"great forbidden love" [Brunius, 1987: 83] begun in Un Chien andalou, although the 

emphasis is different in the second film. While Un Chien andalou questions the illusory 

unity of the self, its refusal "to fit into a narrative frame" being a "formal device mirroring 
insatiate sexual desire" [Hedges, 1983: 52], L'Age d'or questions the illusory unity of 

society through the same disruptive force of human eroticism. 
In its likeness to a dream and general subjectivity, Un Chien andalou demonstrates a 

somewhat psychoanalytic nature of both its subject matter and form of discourse. On the 

contrary, L'Äge d'or has little to do with either dream or psychoanalysis: instead it draws 

upon anthropology, with its comparative, generalizing study of myths, ceremonies and social 

organization. In both cases a form of discourse is imitated, that of a dream in Un Chien 

andalou and that of a myth in L'Äge d'or. Such a view of the two films has been widely 
A 

supported by critics, beginning with the very first comments on L'Age d'or: 

L'Äge d'or, a talking film, is much more distant from the dream. One certainly recognizes 

the subjective theme of Un Chien andalou, with the love scene in a park, a dreadful illustration of the 

lovers' awkwardness. But this time the film, completing the previous one, attaches itself particularly 

to exterior objective obstacles. " [Brunius, 1987: 84] 

A short summary of L'Äge d'or would suggest that it begins with what appears to be 

a documentary on scorpions, then shows an attempted assault by a group of bandits and 

gives an account of a city founding. Later we follow the story of two lovers kept apart by 

that city and finally witness "one of the Marquis de Sade's favorite characters leaving the 

scene of an orgy - except that this character looks like Jesus Christ. " [Williams, 1981: 1111 

The prologue sequence, thus, demonstrates two scorpions fighting to death, 

accompanied by gloomy music. Simultaneously, the titles convey information about the 

scorpion's poisonous venom and its anti-social nature, producing a curious mixture of 

scientific and sociologic discourses. The visual techniques seem to add to the overall 
impression of an illustrated encyclopedia, as the use of iris shots isolates the scorpions in 

their mortal combat. However, the dominance of the written titles is clearly essential, as they 

constantly inform and control our view of the scorpions even before we see their actions. A 

certain tension "between the natural images of the scorpions themselves and the two 
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discourses - scientific and anthropomorphic - that comment upon them" [Williams, 1981: 

113] appears to give a general direction to the film's further development. 

Although not quite as shocking as the eye-cutting scene in Un Chien andalou, the 

prologue sequence of L'Äge d'or still functions as a visual offense to the audience. The 

`persuasiveness' of the sight stems from the fact that it is real documentary footage. When it 

became clear that shooting scorpions would pose too many problems, Bunuel decided to 

incorporate in his film a popular science documentary Le Scorpion languedocien (The 

Languedocien Scorpion) made by the Eclair Company in 1912 as part of their scientific 

series aimed at schoolchildren and focused on zoology. [Hammond, 1997: 8] The choice of 

subject is not completely random: Bunuel was no stranger to biology, having studied it at the 

university in Madrid. 

In the next sequence, Linda Williams draws our attention to the apparent similarities 
between the bandits and the earlier seen scorpions. Both "are indigenous creatures living in 

rocky, barren terrain", having "organs of warfare and information", both are generally "not 

very sociable", constantly "quarrelling among themselves and trying to eject the intruder 

who threatens their turf. " [Williams, 1981: 114] However, there is also a clear difference 

between the two: whereas the scorpions are highly effective in killing the intruder, "the 

bandits are lethargic and ineffective. " [Williams, 1981: 114] Although everything in the 

bandits' behavior suggests a capability of a violent assault, this violence is never carried out 
due to a lack of energy. Their fatigue is also technically accentuated by the length of the 

sequence, as the camera shows one of them walking "from different angles to emphasize the 

difficulty of his efforts. " [Kovacs, 1980: 232] 

Also, while the scorpion sequence strangely `humanizes' the insects through the 

complex discourse of the written titles, the bandits, who are, in fact, human, do not appear as 

such when seen among their bizarre objects and practices, with no written commentary 

explaining their behavior to the audience. Williams suggests "there is also a much greater 

ambivalence in our attitude toward the bandits", because "we are not sure whether they are 

the aggressors or the victims of the mysterious Majorcans. " [Williams, 1981: 114] Indeed, 

the fact that their leader is played by Max Ernst, the bandits may implicitly represent the 

surrealists who saw themselves as the oppressed victims of society trying to liberate their 

`true selves'. 
Thus, violence becomes the central theme of L'Äge d'or, as the film constantly plays 

with the concepts of the victim and the aggressor up to the point of merging the two in one 
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image. In the prologue sequence violence appears as a natural instinct; with the bandits it 

still seems to be a way of survival. However, the failure of the aggressive instinct predicts 

the bandits' fate. In the following scene that represents the founding of the Imperial Rome, 

violence loses its defining role in life protection. It does not disappear, acquiring the form of 

the commonly accepted social order that aims to suppress the `inappropriate' natural aspects 

of the two lovers' passion. Simultaneously, while doing so, the society "institutionalizes its 

own violent urges", such as kicking the male character and trying to imprison him, and 

causes the sublimation of the lovers' "unconsummated passion [... ] into violent aggression 

upon helpless victims -a dog, a beetle, and a blind man. " [Williams, 1981: 128-129] 

Beginning with primitive forms of life and progressing to increasingly complex 

social systems, L'Äge d'or merges together the ancient and the modem in a mock-mythic 

manner, reflecting in a peculiar way the movement of human history through time. 

Transitions between the sections are mostly based on either spatial or temporal continuities, 

but rarely on both at the same time. Thus, the transition between the scorpion documentary 

and the bandit narrative is made through a written title indicating that the latter takes place A 

few hours later than the former. However, there seems to be no obvious relation between the 

action of the two and it is rather by means of a potential spatial link between them, as both 

the scorpions and the bandits are seen against the similar rocky landscape, that the sequences 

are connected. 

The same spatial link appears to join the scene of the Imperial Rome foundation to 

the previous filmic text. Again, the temporal order appears quite questionable, because in the 

bandit sequence the bishops are alive and chanting, whereas in the next shot they are nothing 

but rotting skeletons. By the same token, the Rome-founding Majorcans are inexplicably 

dressed in the early 20th century fashion and already paying homage to Christian martyrs. 

Bunuel undermines the solemnity of the sequence, as well as its temporal coherence, by 

deliberate mismatches producing a humorous effect. Thus, "the mayor's speech does not 

match his lip movements", highlighting the "futility of his words", the music does not stop 

when the participants "discover that the archbishops have turned to skeletons, suggesting 

that they are perfectly happy with a decayed and corrupted church" [Hammond, 1997: 101 

and so on. The image of rotting bishops is, of course, extremely symbolic, because it shows 

how the conflation of epochs in the film simultaneously reflects the origins, development 

and final disintegration of the Christian civilization. 
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Nevertheless, in L'Äge d'or the spectator experiences a greater sense of logical and 

narrative coherence than in Un Chien andalou, even though in both films links between 

different sections are "usually based on peculiarly displaced, partial contiguities. " [Williams, 

1981: 215] It is probably the mythic perspective of L'Äge d'or reflecting in a bizarre way the 

"periodisation of the ages of man" [Deleuze, 1997: 126] that creates more involvement on 

behalf of the audience. It is also important for Bufluel himself, who continuously referred to 

his childhood as the Middle Ages. 

Interestingly, if Bufluel and Dali skillfully compress whole milleniums in an hour 

long cinematic narrative, contemporary multimedia installation artists seem to go even 

further in metaphorical compressions of time and space in their works. Even the static 

images of paintings and photos suggest a certain `reading' of time, although a rather 

paradigmatic and symbolic one. As opposed to them, multimedia pieces that include a 

moving image in their structure clearly refer to a process where time is a material: it is 

dissected, reassembled, repeated and generally manipulated in an artwork. While their 

methods of intersecting and combining individual images form a distinct artistic language in 

itself, video artists are often concerned with the concept of time in general and the individual 

sense of time during the projection, i. e. time in terms of duration. 

Thus, the visual and the acoustic dimensions of Aiyoung Yun's Time Cube (1998) 

seem to contain a whole variety of time planes, such as the ̀ real' time, the time of memory, 
the time of dream and even a `lost' time. In her reflection on temporality, the artist tries to 

create an environment where the audience and the images "move and think together" 

building up a "united entity between work, spectators and exposition space to participate in a 

trip towards the inside of time proposed by an installation. " [Airyung, 2001 ] 
On the structural level the work consists of a white artificial flower placed in the 

centre of a dark showroom that emits an intensive whitish blue beam. Above it a cube made 

of white borderlines with a screen inside it floats in the air. As the audience equipped with 
three-dimensional stereo-glasses concentrate on the projection, they can see several full- 

length nude human figures showing wavelike performance in a group inside the cube. 
Assisted by a three-dimensional perspective, the audience see the figures protruding out of 
the cube via the artificial flower that apparently symbolizes the unconscious. 

While in the background another cube seemingly made of grid surfaces is rotating, 

the bottom of the main cube where the nude figures are standing, too, is shaped like a grid. 

Overall, it suggests prison imagery, the grid symbolizing the boundary of space confined to 
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human beings, as they evolve slowly in a virtual, geometric and anonymous environment. 

The collided bodies, the desperate embraces and the knocked gestures accompanied by 

screams and gasps, express the struggle of the individual within the modern society. 

This certainly creates another strong allusion to the way Bunuel and Dali represent 
their contemporaries and the functioning of society in L'Äge d'or. Showing the history of the 

human race from the very start and descending to their contemporary patterns of social 

behaviour, the surrealist filmmakers underline the continuous absence of freedom, although 

disguised in various ways. Similarly, in Aiyoung Yun's installation the evasive projected 

grids of the cube are simultaneously `there' and `not there', but even being impalpable they 

still manage to control the individuals inside their `living space'. 

In their turn, Bunuel and Dali treat the image of Rome, the seat of the Church and the 

main site of religious ritual, as a cluster of various allusions to restrictive social order. Thus, 

the Majorcans founding the city reappear in a bourgeois party later on: in both cases the 

Majorcans arrive to attend a ceremony. While in one sequence they form crowds of colonists 

arriving in boats, in the other they form crowds of guests arriving in cars at the villa of the 

Marquis. Linda Williams rightly claims that "the first ceremony presents the origins of a 

civilization, the second an elaboration of that civilization's cultural practices and social 

rituals. " [Williams, 1981: 134] 

Although the highly privileged bourgeois group cannot represent society per se, 
Bufiuel seems to regard it "as embodying in a heightened form all those traditional values he 

had seen at work in France and Spain alike. " [Edwards, 1995: 12] Thus, the dinner-party 

sequence highlights the dominance of appearances, good manners and social etiquette over 

the true essence of things. This becomes particularly clear when the audience witness the 

guests' indignation at the sight of the main character slapping the Marquise's face and then 

only a slight disturbance on their part caused by the shooting to death of a lower class child. 
However, what seems an even more important implication of the perverse religious 

and social morality as seen by Bunuel in L'Age d'or is that it regards sexual relations as 

something belonging to the level of animal contact. Subsequently, human desire appears to 

be in constant danger of being suppressed and destroyed. Starting from their passionate 

struggle in the mud at the city foundation, the young and passionate protagonists seek to be 

together and consummate their love, with the ritualistic and hypocritical bourgeois society, 
to which they belong, constantly creating obstacles on their way. 
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Visual parallelisms become an important characteristic of the couple's irrational 

desire. Thus, even before the man reaches the house of the Marquis, his beloved woman 

appears to be absorbed in dreams about him. As she lays her hands on her chest, a visual link 

with her lover is established in the next shot where he is seen biting his lips, without 
knowing she is biting hers. J. H. Matthews correctly claims that "through juxtapositions of 

this sort Bunuel illustrates the interrelation of dream and reality. " [Matthews, 1971: 98] 

Just like in Un Chien andalou, the lovers' passion surpasses the realistic spatial 
limits, which is well demonstrated in the mirror sequence. As the woman sits in front of her 

mirror, projecting her dreams in it, the image remains "concealed from the audience until 

they have had time to understand why it does not reflect either the woman herself or the 

everyday reality of the room where she sits. " [Matthews, 1971: 98] In a sense, the mirror in 

L'Äge d'or portrays desire that transgresses the borders between dream and reality: a gust of 

wind breaks through the mirror surface moving the woman's hair and clothes, as she gazes at 

the mysterious scene in the glass. 

Technically Bufluel exploits here "a constant in early sound cinema", inherited from 

the silent cinema, where "one often sees sound being emitted. " [Hammond, 1997: 46] In the 

mirror sequence, the relationship between sight and sound is deliberately unbalanced: the 

spectator is allowed first to hear the wind and see its effect on the heroine, before its source 
is revealed. Such a physical rendering of multiple realities within the structure of the film 

helps Bunuel to involve the spectator into the artistic space to a considerable extent. 

According to J. H. Matthews, in the mirror sequence sight and sound combine "to present 

proof to two of the senses by which we make contact with reality that the dream can exert an 

influence in the world we all know. " [Matthews, 1971: 99-100] 

Various ways of juxtaposing realities reveal themselves throughout L'Äge d'or, 

including visual parallelisms between objects and their forms, often producing a deliberately 

humorous effect caused by the already mentioned director's wish to undermine earlier avant- 

garde techniques. Thus, when at some point the lovers find themselves in a park, we can see 

a stone statue of a robed philosopher whose head is decorated by a long flat stone. In the 

next shot a man in a bowler hat is shown walking past the statue, similarly bearing a flat 

stone on his hat. The fact that each figure seems to exist in its own world, yet one is alive 

and moving, whereas the other is a still statue, humorously questions the nature of both, art 

and life, as well as their relationship to each other. 
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Meanwhile, as the film's action develops along the line of equality between the 

history of mankind and transformation of violence, the couple's passion acquires an 

unexpected direction. Although they seem to desire each other more and more while the 

social order keeps them apart, once the lovers are together in the garden, they are 

surprisingly far from the kind of strong sexual attraction they exhibited when fighting in the 

mud at the beginning of L'Äge d or. As the male protagonist tries to reach his beloved 

woman, his frustrated passion sublimates into random acts of aggression. However, in the 

garden scene the couple can only fantasize a violent ecstasy, which realizes itself visually in 

the form of the male character's bloody face and mutilated fingers, as well as in the titles 

announcing the "joy of murdering their children". The circumstances then combine to make 

the consummation of their love difficult, as the man is called to answer a phone call and 

leaves "the heroine consoling herself by sucking the toe of the statue beside which they have 

been sitting. " [Matthews, 1971: 101 ] 

While the heroine substitutes the statue for the object of her desire, which can 

metaphorically suggest sublimation in art, the hero's frustration turns into violence. 
Throwing `phallic objects' out of the window, he performs "a patently ridiculous ritual that 

threatens no one, least of all the social order that has thwarted his passion. " [Williams, 1981: 

128] In other words, "violence itself has become a substitute for sexual release" [Williams, 

1981: 128], which is further demonstrated in the final episode of the film. 

The connection between the end-of-affair sequence and the epilogue of L'Äge d'or is 

realized visually through the parallel between feathers the man throws out of the window 

and the shot of a snow-covered cross with woman's hair tossed by the wind under the falling 

snow. At the first glance, the feeling of fatigue and impossibility of active assault also unites 

the last two sequences. However, while the main character's impotence was associated with 
his frustration, Blangy and his companions are shown after their violent orgy, exhausted and 

satisfied, hardly able to walk out of the castle. This satisfaction is obviously contrasted to the 

lovers' inability to consummate their love throughout the film. 

The concluding accord is the murder of the young girl by the pious looking Blangy in 

the depth of the castle, of which the audience are informed mostly by the use of sound. As 

the girl appears on the doorstep, Blangy who has almost left, returns and carries her back 

into the building, from where a wild death scream is heard soon after and Blangy emerges 

alone a few seconds later. 



213 
Thus, L'Äge d'or begins with the violence of animals' natural reflexes followed by 

the bandits' failed assault and the two principal characters' frustrated eroticism, before the 

sexual desire is finally satisfied in the epilogue by murder. Human sacrifice not only marks 

the end of a ritual, which the film clearly refers to with all its structure and imagery, but, in a 

clearly surrealist way, murder finally replaces the sought for sexual fulfillment. Throughout 

L'Äge d'or a rapid fluctuation between the roles of murderer and victim occurs, illuminating 

the paradox of the Christian civilization with its need for martyrs and sinners. The epilogue 

finally condenses the two. [Williams, 1981: 129-130] 

While Christ is murdered innocent and de Sade's Blangy murders the innocent, they 

turn out to be one in Bunuel's film. This condensation of the opposites not only reveals the 

hidden similarities between them, but, in the end, structures the entire work. The fact that the 

murderer is presumably the most pure and innocent person in the history of Christian 

civilization, Jesus Christ himself, bears enormous importance in the surrealist context. By 

challenging the nature of long-standing unquestioned values and merging the extreme 

opposites in one, surrealism strives towards its major objective, the so-called surrealist 

point, to achieve the final complete reality, i. e. surreality. 

Although not very similar at the first sight, the two films by Bunuel and Dali reveal 

the same underlying ideas in their plot and structure. Thus, in both of them "the final 

discontinuity of death displaces erotic passion. " [Williams, 1981: 131 ] Both exhibit a clear 
balance between their respective prologue and epilogue. The interdependence of the opening 

and the closing sequences in L'Äge d'or has inspired an article by A. Weiss comparing the 

"Sign of the Scorpion" and the "Sign of the Cross. " [Weiss, 1998: 159-175] The researcher 

claims that, while in astrology the sign of Scorpio controls genitals and anus and symbolizes 

sex, excrements and death, in L'Äge d'or this image invariably leads to the parallel with de 

Sade's imagery and themes, rendering Bunuel's violent protest against Christianity and the 

Roman Catholic Church in particular. 
The subtle parallelism between the prologue and the epilogue of L'Age d'or has been 

noticed and commented upon by other researchers, too. Thus, Paul Hammond draws our 

attention to the fact that, while brutal death unites the sequences, the characteristics of the 

two locations are almost exactly the opposite, i. e. "heat is balanced with cold: desert with 

snow. " [Hammond, 1997: 10] Similarly, the titles of the opening sequence inform the 

audience that the "scorpion is a type of arachnid wide-spread in the hot regions of the 
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ancient world", which leads the critic to suggest that "one of those ancient hot regions was 

Judaea, c. 30 AD. " [Hammond, 1997: 11] 

Moreover, it is widely known that arachnids per se have often been linked to the 

concept of womanhood in the male imagination throughout the history of European 

civilization. Hammond quotes St. Jerome to support his view: "Woman is the gate of the 

devil, the road of evil, the sting of the scorpion. " [Hammond, 1997: 11] Thus, the scorpion 
image from the beginning of the film is symbolically transformed into that of a woman at the 

end of it, adding another dimension to the complex relationship between the form and 

content of L'Äge d'or. 

For the early 200' century avant-garde artists, the challenge to Christian theory and 

practice was part of their fundamental attack on the social system. When Bunuel and Dali 

ridicule Christian history, rituals and, especially, morality, they aim to undermine the 

corrupted basis of their contemporary society. At the end of the 20th century, religious 

allusions reappear in experimental art, in particular that of the moving image. However, by 

this time the Christian church has lost much of its social influence, while the Christian 

theology is often perceived as nothing more than one metaphysical view of the world out of 

many. As such, it often emerges in contemporary art alongside allusions to other religious 

and philosophical doctrines, whereas religious imagery itself acquires qualitatively new 

connotations in new media works, as compared to the early 20th century anti-Christian 

manifestations in art. 

Thus, Bill Viola, who often exploits religious themes and symbols in his video 

works, created a complex multimedia installation entitled Room for St. John of the Cross 

(1983). The work consists of a small black cubicle placed within a large darkened exhibition 
hall: the room of the title is, thus, a physically inaccessible chamber within another closed 

space. The viewer can only look inside the cubicle through a small window to see a chair 

and a table. On the table there is a glass of water and a video monitor. 
Based on historical sources, the overall conceptual structure of this piece suggests a 

number of contrasts and parallels to the Christian imagery of Bunuel's and Dali's L'Äge 

d'or. The above mentioned St. John, a 16th century Spanish Carmelite friar, was imprisoned 

in a space the same size as Viola's cubicle for almost a year. "Abducted by a rival element of 
his religious order and beaten regularly, " he was subjected to what he called the ̀ dark night 

of the soul', i. e. "a deep sense of abandonment not only by humans and the church, but also 
by God". [Neumaier, 2004: 54] Whereas Bunuel and Dali would have used this evidence to 



215 

accuse the whole institute of Christian church of sadism, inhumanity and corruption (the 

more so, as the events took place in their native Spain), Viola is interested in other aspects of 

St. John's imprisonment. The video artist's concern is almost purely physical, manifesting 
itself in contrasts between open and closed space, light and shadow, movement and stability. 

Left to dissolve painfully into the dark void of a minuscule prison cell, the suffering 
friar produced some of his best mystic poetry, which the viewers of Viola's installation can 

hear played on the audio-tape inside the cubicle, as they peer into it through a small window. 

In fact, the audio element of the work, combined with the effects of the projected sequences, 
light and shadow, adds a lot to its overall perception. While the dark outer room, where the 

audience are allowed, is filled with the sounds of a ferocious wind, associated with the large 

image of the snowy cloud-covered mountains projected on the wall, the small inner room is 

filled with light and tranquility, interrupted by a deep calm voice reading poetry. 
As a result, outside the small cell, viewers, supposedly free of imprisonment, are 

made quite uncomfortable physically by the jumping and shaking projection of the mountain 

range, accompanied by the unmerciful roar of the wind. Interpreted from the contemporary 

perspective, this questionable end-of-the-20'h-century freedom suggests our ultimate 

helplessness in the fast-moving, brightly flashing post-technological virtual reality. In 

contrast to all that, the colour monitor inside St. John's cell offers a refreshing view of a 

single mountain glowing quietly and motionlessly, suggesting the long-desired balance and 

stability, which, apparently, helped St. John find his own divine nature and creatively 

express it in his poetry. Paradoxically, Viola's viewers end up finding their own 

incarceration in the larger room and seeing St. John's imprisonment as an inaccessible ideal 

of the freedom of spirit in a quiet, stable and measurable existence. 
To return to the parallel between Viola's installation, on the one hand, and Bunuel's 

and Dali's L'Äge d'or, on the other, it should be noted that the latter, too, has a number of 

significant mountain images. Thus, in the sequence that follows the scorpion prologue, the 

bandits are seen living naturally in the mountains. Another, much stronger, analogy can be 

suggested as we watch the Christ/Blangy group walking in the snowy mountains when 
leaving the castle after their bloody orgy, with the wind blowing as ferociously as it does in 

Viola's work. 
Although the artists' attitudes towards their characters are clearly different, one 

cannot help comparing the inner harmony of both, Bunuel's and Dali's ChristBlangy and 

Viola's St. John. While the former make of their protagonist the ultimate embodiment of 
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Christian hypocrisy and a glorification of de Sade's philosophy, Viola's mediation on St. 

John of the Cross is neither a sadistic, nor a masochistic exaltation of pain. In his work 

suffering becomes a "spiritual practice that a body makes of pain it cannot stop. " [Morgan, 

2004: 104] As such, it creates a physically uncomfortable effect on its viewers only to lead 

them to a spiritual understanding of the installation's sublime message. 

On the whole, in the Room for St. John of the Cross Viola creates a complex spatial 

structure realizing in various ways the artistic potential of multiple media, in particular that 

of video. At the same time, the `textuality' of the work is almost completely built on the 

Christian history and theology, although interpreted from quite a contemporary end-of-the- 

20''-century perspective by both, the artist and the viewers. As opposed to it, a number of 

Viola's other works in video, less fixed in their structure and, in principle, `installable' in 

virtually any space, reveal their religious connotations to a remarkably strong extent when 

put in a particular spatial context, namely that of a place of worship. There they literally 

become an intrinsic part of a `sacred' space. 

Thus, for example, in 2000 Viola installed The Greeting (1995), already analyzed in 

the present study, in the Parisian church of Saint-Eustache: the screen was framed with a 

black tissue and chairs for visitors were put in front of the whole composition. Inspired by 

Pontormo's painting The Visitation (1528-1529), the extremely slowly projected sequence 

alludes to an episode from the Bible that describes a meeting of three women, two of whom, 

Mary and Elizabeth, are pregnant. Viola's innovative approach to both, the Biblical content 

and the Renaissance painting style, creates a modern technology artwork that inscribes itself 

into the frame of the church as a religious painting, with its subject, its form and its ultimate 

exhibition context quoting the Christian tradition. 

An earlier case of The Messenger (1996) installed in Durham Cathedral, too, shows 
how a video projection can be contextualized in the Christian architecture and ideology. In 

complete darkness the sequence starts with twinkling lights that allude to stars and the 

process of divine creation, especially as lights begin to fuse into the shape of a man coming 

up from the depths of water. He breaks the water surface with a mighty gasp, breathing in a 
draft of air, as his eyes open, and then falls back to be lost in the dark waters until the cycle 
begins again. The whole projection is accompanied with bizarre noises coming from around 
the vast space. 

The setting chosen for this large-dimensional work intensifies the strong allusion that 

it makes to Christian baptism. Placed on the cathedral's great Western wall, the installation 
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was meant to be viewed down the length of the nave, the very place of baptism rituals. 

However, the fact that the man in the sequence is "primal and naked", as "to be otherwise 

would have been absurd" [Jasper, 2004: 183], seems to have caused a minor scandal, both 

theological and moral. In order to protect the public from `obscenity', it was decided to 

shield the projection with canvas screens to "allow those who did not wish to see it [... ] to 

pass by unharmed. " [Jasper, 2004: 183] As a result, the full glory of the work was lost, its 

engagement with the building being marred. In a way, as D. Jasper acutely observes, the 

interests of Christian morality "closed a door on glory and veiled the presence of an angel", 

since the `messenger' of the title translates as ̀ aggeloz' into Greek. [Jasper, 2004: 183] 

The above reference to Greece has a wider implication in the current study, as an 

interesting typological parallel emerges between the contemporary art of multimedia 
installations, on the one hand, and the Byzantine church service, on the other. In Byzantine 

icons were not perceived merely as flat pictures on the wall: they implied a spatial vision 

emanating from both the icon and the environment in front of it. The written rules of 

Byzantine monasteries describe a whole system of lights being ̀ orchestrated' in the process 

of church service. In accordance with these rules, at certain moments light was supposed to 

accentuate certain features of the icons and other sacred objects in the space of worship. The 

same refers to the system of smells, as wax candles and frankincense smoke created locally a 

particular atmosphere, simultaneously transparent and blurred, through which the material 

objects were perceived visually. [Lidov, 2004: 18] 

Thus, at least in the case of Byzantine, one can clearly speak of a `textuality' of the 

sacred space and the extreme importance of the audience, whose imagination created the 

ultimate image. [Lidov, 2004: 26] Moreover, the effects of smoke on the visual perception of 

spatial icons in Byzantine must have been very similar to those of various experimental film 

and video sequences from the early to the late 20th century where smoke is part of the 

projection process. The whole concept of blurred and shaky projected images, as well as the 

use of smoke, water and other substances that transform perception, leads to the constant 

instability of the image and the viewer's uncertainty about its spatial limits. 

The underlying principle for these two dynamic organizations of space, Byzantine 

church service and projected multimedia installations, is the absence of the unique source of 

image, as the image is being constantly created and re-created in space under the influence 

of multiple dynamically changing forms. From this perspective, it is not surprising that such 

a "massive achievement of medieval technology" [Jasper, 2004: 183] as the architectural 
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structure of a cathedral attracts video installation artists in search of a spatial context for their 

work. 

Moreover, the way Viola combines numerous religious doctrines in a spiritual 

synthesis allows him to use Christian scenography for the presentation of video installations 

that seem to have no clear religious connotations. Thus, for example, he presents his Trilogy 

- Fire, Water, Breath (1996) in the Chapel of Saint-Louis de la Salpetriere in Paris. The 

work consists of three screens, which in itself points to the Christian idea of Trinity and the 

triptych structure of some icon stands. The central screen, bigger than the others, shows a 

projection similar to The Messenger, as it represents a human body plunging into water and 

coming back to the surface to breathe. Simultaneously, the side projections show a man with 

a cataract of water and burning fire. All three sequences are projected in slow motion that 

leads to a "sublime and ̀ spiritual' perception of the installation. " [Parfait, 2001: 157] 

In their turn, Bunuel's and Dali's two collaborative works already suggested a 
development potentially leading to expanded cinema, especially in the case of Un Chien 

andalou. The structural circularity, particularly manifest on the level of the prologue versus 

epilogue correlation, literally `drags' the spectators ̀ out of their selves' and `through' 

different stages of self-questioning and self-destruction by means of visual violence, before 

returning them back to `reality' when the ̀ cycle of avatars' is complete. 
The first film, where Dali had a greater role to play, is undoubtedly closer to the idea 

of video installations. This may be due to the fact that the Catalan artist, indeed, created 

various installations for surrealist and his own exhibitions later in his life and, on the whole, 

treated the gallery space in a very challenging manner. As opposed to Un Chien andalou, 
L'Äge d'or made almost entirely by Bunuel, whose background was literature rather than 

plastic arts, tends more towards the traditional filmic narrative and is far more suitable for 

the conventional cinematic demonstration. 

Also, L'Äge d'or in its essence is about human nature as it reveals itself in social 

relationships, which can shock the audience, but still leave them some possibility to `defend' 

themselves against this impersonal attack. Contrary to it, Un Chien andalou deals with the 

psyche of an individual and, thus, manifests a strong `personal' aggression towards every 

separate spectator facing it. As J. -B. Brunius correctly claims, this film "will put the 

spectator in presence of himself, of his anxieties, of his fantasies, of his hidden desires, of his 

moral awkwardnesses. "13 [Brunius, 1987: 82] The very experience of watching Un Chien 

andalou is similar in many ways to that of an encounter with a video installation in the 
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gallery space, because in both cases the viewer is left alone and helpless against the 

psychological attack that literally `bursts out' of the artistic framework. 

Unfortunately, surrealist cinema in its most pure form did not exist for a long time. 
On the one hand, the costs of sound film production prevented the members of Breton's 

group from the realization of their numerous cinematic projects in the 1930s. On the other, 

after their break with the Communist Party, there appeared a general mood of pessimism 

regarding cinema per se in the group, which was reflected in such statements as Artaud's La 

Vieillesse precoce du cinema (The Precocious Old Age of Cinema) (1933) among others. 

perros andaluces 
2 L'acte surrealiste le plus simple consiste, revolvers aux poings, ä descendre dans la rue et il tirer au hasard, 
tant qu'on peut, dans la foule. 
3 Un Chien andalou venait ä point pour faire echec ä cette aveugle confiance dans l'objectif, l'operateur, et les 
trucs de laboratoire, pour faire rebrousser le courant d'oubli qui emportait le scenario hors de toute 
signification. 
4 Tout 1'effort de Dali et Bunuel a pone sur le contenu du film, qu'ils ont charge de toutes leurs obsessions, de 
toutes les images de leur mythologie personnelle, qu'ils ont voulu violant et dechirant. Quant au contenant, 
Bunuel lui a donne la forme la plus simple possible, ne negligeant aucune des ressources d'une technique qu'il 
connait A fond, mais s'abstenant avec austerite de tour les montages precipites, de toutes les surimpressions 
multiples et de toutes les maisons photographiees ä 1'envers dont ses predecesseurs ne s'etaient que trop servis 
pour epater le bourgeois. 

Par son scenario, Un Chien andalou est une reaffirmation de la valeur de l'anecdote. Par sa mise en scene, cc 
film marque I'abandon de toute virtuosite photographique ou autre, qui ne soit pas au service direct du sujet. 
6 L'oeil du bourgeois n'interesse pas Bufluel. Des les premieres images de son film, un brutal coup de rasoir 
dans un cristalin signifie ä tous les chatouilleux de la retine qui sont venus chercher quelque delicieux 
titillement devant des "photos d'art", que le film n'est pas pour eux. Si le bourgeois raffole d'etre choque, que 
cc soit du moins plus profondement. 
7 Le doux fer rouge de I'aurore/Rend la vue aux aveugles. 
g Bunuel affirme que rien dans son film ne symbolise rien. Il veut dire qu'il n'y a pas d'utilisation consciente et 
deliberee de symboles. Mais il n'est pas besoin d'etre bien expert en symbolisme pour comprendre que dans la 
scene oü le jeune homme se prepare ä un assaut erotique sur la jeune fille, cc qu'il traine d'un effort surhumain 
au bout de deux cordes, depuis l'objet le plus leger jusqu'au plus lourd: bouchons, melons, pretres, pianos et 
charognes d'Ane, cc sont symboliquement des souvenirs d'enfance et d'education. [... ] c'est assez pour se 
convaincre que tout le scenario est consacre aux forces et aux obstacles d'ordre subjectif qui s'opposent ä la 
formation d'un couple. Qu'on n'y cherche nulle obscurite. 
9 On a voulu voir dans Un Chien andalou plus d'inventions qu'il n'en contient. Les freres maristes et les Ines 
pourris qui parurent si surprenant par exemple, on les a retrouves le long des routes d'Espagne dans le 
documentaire de Bufuel Terre Sans Pain. [... ] il ruffit d'avoir passe quelques minutes en Espagne pour savoir 
qu'ils n'ont pas invente le fourmillement de soutanes. Beaucoup d'elements dont se compose le film sont ä 
coup sür des reliquats de perceptions exterieurs, meme si cc processus n'est pas conscient chez les deux 
auteurs. C'est leur disposition dans le film qui les integre ä une representation mentale, comme le reve utilise 
des souvenirs de veille, comme le mythe compose avec les lambeaux d'histoire. 
10 Un Chien andalou, sans que ses auteurs se souciassent le moins du monde de prendre le reve pour 
justification, etait tres proche du reve. Les moyens dramatiques auxquels ils faisaient appel etaient certes moins 
limites, mais on pouvait y reconnaitre tous les mecanismes bien connus de condensation et de deplacement. 
Obsessions, residus de souvenirs vecus, y etaient dramatises sous forme irrationnelle, comme ils auraient pu 
I'etre daps le reve d'un adolescent en proie au tourment amoureux. 
11 L'Äge d'or, film moral plutöt que poetique, est clairement une offensive contre 1'ethique de la civilisation et 
des societes oü nous vivons, en face de laquelle il prend la defense d'un grand amour interdit. 
12 L'Äge d'or, film parlant, est beaucoup plus eloigne du reve. On y retrouve certes le theme subjectif du Chien 
andalou, avec la scene d'amour dans un parc, atroce illustration de la maladresse des amants. Mais cette fois le 
film, completant le precedant, s'attache surtout A des obstacles exterieurs, objectifs. 
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13 mettra le spectateur en presence de lui-meme, de ses angoisses, de ses phantasmes, de ses desirs inavoues, de 
ses gaucheries morales 
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Chapter III. New Media and Video Installations 

Providing a brief outline of the historical development of experimental cinema 

and the emergence of video installations, this chapter revisits the categories of time and 

space in different art forms involving the moving image. It also further clarifies the 

nature of new media and video installations focusing on such aspects as their textuality, 

intermediality and interactivity. Finally, a brief tentative classification of multimedia 

video installations is offered based on their complex fine arts and cinematic heritage. 

According to Gilles Deleuze, experimental cinema per se has been developing in 

two major directions, namely "the physics of the body, everyday or ceremonial", on the 

one hand, and "the formal or informal `eidetics' of the spirit", on the other. [Deleuze, 

1994: 204] Understandably, the former tends towards the concrete, whereas the latter is 

biased towards the abstract. While the "cinema of the body" reveals the past hidden in 

"the tiredness of the world and modern neurosis", the "cinema of the brain" demonstrates 

the "creativity of the world, its colours aroused by a new space-time, its powers 

multiplied by artificial brains. " [Deleuze, 1994: 205] In other words, while one 

summarizes the past experience of the human race, the other aspires towards its future, 

suggesting a continuous development in time and space. When the two get mixed in one 

work, there appears a sense of `globality', something often referred to as ̀ total art'. 
As video and film influenced by its technical possibilities enter the gallery space 

in the form of multimedia installations, time and space get fused together in what 

Raymond Bellour calls the sculpture of time (sculpture du temps). This term, in fact, 

illustrates the integration of time into three-dimensional space as the fourth dimension 

within the frames of a single artwork. Here temporal objects find their accomplishment in 

the real time experience of the viewer. Time is perceived as a plastic material that can be 

used in a similar way to other physical materials: the role of the medium in producing the 

artistic meaning seems to reach its pinnacle. 
As if echoing the argument of the early 20th century experimental filmmakers, 

who were struck by film's resemblance to dreams, Nam June Paik, a pioneer of video art, 

claims that "video is a dream", because the two "have the same temporal structure. " 

[Raspail, 2001: 46] It may be one of the reasons why, although video's institutional 

difference from mainstream cinema has not been difficult to show, marking the 

boundaries between video art and experimental films is far less straightforward. The two 

appear to be quite similar artistic forms, when judged by their audience, venue and a 

number of typical stylistic and formal qualities. 
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Appearing on stage when celluloid seems to have exhausted much of its artistic 

potential, video brings with it a certain rebirth of cinema, extending and often reviving its 

vanishing aura. At the same time, a "part of culture, embedded in a network of social 

relations" [Russell, 1999: xvi], video is a complex cultural phenomenon often referred to 

by contemporary scholars as a "media practice", not `art' by definition. This, as well as 

the novelty of the medium, could probably explain why only recently scholars claimed 

that "there is no video theory in the way that there is a body of knowledge called film 

theory". [Cubitt, 1993: xvi] S. Cubitt goes even further asserting that with video "we no 

longer need to restrict ourselves to issues of representation, in practice or in theory: much 

video work is simply uninterested in representing the world as it is or might be. " [Cubitt, 

1993: xvii] 
Video also seems to create a sense of intimacy usually not realizable in film. By 

means of turning the camera on themselves, video artists often succeed in recording their 

own artistic gesture, while their bodies "could be observed in the act of creation. " [Rush, 

1999: 84-85] The work of Pierrick Sorin and Ayoung Yun analyzed in this thesis can 

serve as examples of that. The de-mystification of the creative act, as well as the typical 

post-modernist tendency to favour "fragments without temporal context", contributes to 

the general "loss of aura" [Mulvey, 2002] in contemporary experimental art of the 

moving image. 

Such fragmentation of narrative coherence in film and video is meant to 

contribute to the meaning of the artwork, while dismissing the elevated status of the artist 

creates the "feeling of power being more democratically distributed". [Mulvey, 2002] If 

in traditional cinema, like in the `realist' narrative literature before it, we are given "a 

view of an action which is absolutely under the control of the director (writer) at every 

moment", with video the camera stops being an "absolute dictator". [Sontag, 1994: 243] 

To a certain extent, the viewer shares the `power' with the author, or at least is given the 

illusion of sharing it by the fragmentation of narrative among other things. As Laura 

Mulvey wittily puts it, with video art there comes a "shift from viewer to user". [Mulvey, 

2002] Because the viewer now has certain interactivity and because "there is no innocent 

look" [Aumont, 1997: 59], the spectator always "constructs the image, " while the "image 

constructs the spectator. " [Aumont, 1997: 56] 

Exploration of time being central to video art, it becomes even more so when 

applied to the art of video installations. If time can be manipulated in multiple ways 

within the single-channel video, the possibilities are expanded dramatically in video 
installations which utilize several monitors or projection surfaces, and often several 

tapes, vastly increasing the amount of imagery. [Rush, 1999: 116-117] Thus, for 
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example, influenced by the spiritual world of Krishnamurti, the modem Parisian 

practitioner of Korean origin Ayoung Yun claims that video installations inevitably pass 

on the "sense of time" and asserts that "walking endlessly unaware of our destination" is 

"our own image. " [Yun, 2000] 

Other projects, such as Douglas Gordon's 24 Hour Psycho (1993), experiment 

with time in a different way, namely through the products of popular culture. Slowing 

down the projection of Hitchcock's famous film so that it lasts 24 hours, Gordon came to 

realize that, while normally cinematic narratives unfold at the speed of our everyday life, 

we also "all live in relative speed to one another unless one is in a narcotic state where 

that doesn't happen". [Wainwright, 2004: 118] 

What Gordon does with Hitchcock's film came to be known in media studies as 

found footage, i. e. a filmic ready-made in Duchamp's style. [Martin, 2006: 52] In fact, 

found footage is used by video installation artists in many different ways. Thus, Anri 

Sala, the Parisian artist of Albanian origin, creates his Intervista (1998), a video footage 

about his mother's Communist past, with the help of propaganda material, such as TV 

programmes of the time. Alternatively, the French artist Pierre Huyghe shoots gallery- 

presented footage closely based on famous films. Thus, his Remake (1994) plays out 
Hitchcock's Rear Window (1954), while The Uncivilians (Les Incivils) (1995) is closely 
inspired by Pier Paolo Pasolini's Hawks and Sparrows (Uccellacci e uccellini) (1965). 

The latter, in fact, introduces a complex play of different time planes: the 12-13`x' century 

and the 1950s of Pasolini's film, as well as its leap to the future created by Huyghe for 

his own artistic purposes. 
All of these observations imply that, as the languages of video and film 

increasingly merge one into another, the "specific physical, perceptual, and spatial 

possibilities offered by both media in their original physical forms are being re-addressed 
by a new generation of artists. " [Iles, 2000: 262] When multiple projection devices enter 

the gallery space, it becomes possible to represent simultaneously a number of moving 
images, often chaotic and random, competing constantly for our attention. Fragmentation 

becomes spatial as well as temporal, while the art of video installation itself incorporates 

the temporally and spatially removed viewer in the artwork as a "participant of the 

recorded action, making it both a material object and a recording of a moment in time. " 

[Biesenbach, 2003: 12] In Raymond Bellour's highly qualified opinion, 

the spectator of the installation is a passer-by, the more sensitive to the passages between 

the images that his own body passes sometimes in the image and that he circulates between the 
images. [Bellour, 1990: 14] 
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Bellour's view is echoed by Ayoung Yun, who claims that "when the installation 

is in front of spectators, it is their feeling that becomes precisely work, the art and the 

expression of true conscience. " [Yun, 2000] This idea seems to be central to the 

perception of the newly emerged genre. Although video artists use the plastic properties 

of recorded time and the potential of exhibition space similarly to the modernist avant- 

garde in other media, it is a new stage in the challenge to spectatorship that the `total art' 

of video installations seems to be concerned with. 
This blending of art and life within the space of an artwork is carried out at a 

different level as well, as the artist and the audience are brought closer together by 

postmodernist aesthetics that serves as the philosophical framework for multi-media 
installations. Brian O'Doherty correctly remarks that the "classic hostility" of the avant- 

garde is mediated in postmodernism "by irony and farce", because both, the artist and the 

viewer, "show themselves highly vulnerable to context. " [O'Doherty, 1986: 76] As the 

borders between mental concepts and physical spaces are gradually eliminated, the 

merging of the three - the artist, the work and the viewer - now seems to be almost 

complete. 
Importantly, it was precisely the moving image constituting a powerful discourse 

across different media throughout the 20`h century that helped to destroy the borders 

between art and life. In the second half of the 20th century, the projected image played a 

crucial role in creating a new language of representation within the gallery space, as 

artists used film, slides and video projection to explore and transform the parameters of 

physical space. At first this tendency was, undoubtedly, inspired by the introduction of 

mirrors into the installations and performance art events. Those mirrors carried out a 
double function: on the one hand, they allowed performers to be spectators of their own 

actions, while, on the other, spectators looking at themselves curiously felt included into 

the artwork and adding to its meaning, too. 

For a long time the history of the exhibition was a question of space, where floors 

represented the area destined for sculpture, while walls served as the screen against 

which the painted, engraved or drawn image stood out. With the introduction of the 

projected image into the gallery, time gradually took over space. This transgression was 

partly prepared for by the on-going experiment in static art. According to Chrissie Iles, 

when projections and video screens are "presented on and around the walls of the gallery, 

split, overlapping, multiplied, " rotating, "made miniature or gigantic", these "various 

forms belong to the conceptual, process-based practice of what came to be known as 
Postminimalist art. " [Iles, 2001: 34] It is also important that most of the artists including 

video into their gallery work were equally creating pieces in other media, such as 
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sculpture, language, photography, drawing, film, sound and performance. Each of these 

media "informed the texture and form of the others", and all of them were "united by an 

underlying temporality. " [Iles, 2001: 34] 

Thus, with the introduction of video equipment, not only was the space of the 

gallery activated, but also a multi-layered temporality emerged, as video created a "sense 

of past, present and future, within one constructed space. " [Goldberg, 1996: 162] As T. 

Raspail wittily puts it, from now on "the story of the exhibition became a succession of 

white boxes (exhibition rooms) and black boxes (projection rooms). " [Raspail, 2004: 1] 

At present, temporality and spatiality often seem to be interpenetrating in the museum 

exhibited objects, multimedia installations being a vivid example of this process. 
By the same token, the two exhibition space models corresponding respectively to 

the fine arts and the moving image, i. e. the museum and the cinema hall, have coincided 
in one, with their typical qualities intermingled. Although the viewers are often uncertain 

about their status inside an installation that makes use of projected images, their attention 

quickly turns from the illusion on the screen to their physical surroundings. Exhibiting 

screens in space constitutes a certain volume, which the viewers never fail to perceive, 

noticing the mechanisms and physical properties of the moving image. Thus, in a certain 

sense, a multi-media installation can be characterized by the audience's recognition of 

space outside the screen, which constitutes its major difference from the cinema. 
The association of installation art with sculpture has also eased its acceptance in 

museums and among critics. Multimedia installations seem to be continuing this 

tendency in presenting the projector beam as a sculptural form, underlining the 

transparency of the screen and bringing out the internal structure of the film frame. At the 

same time, the uncertainty of definition and the viewers' uneasiness remain, which 
distinguishes the multimedia installation as a unique cultural phenomenon. As the 

contemporary scholar Monique Maza summarizes it, "sculpture, painting and architecture 

are the categories that inspire the video installation and on which it relies. " However, 

most often it stays "between the categories". [Maza, 1998: 45] 

While the museum space was adapting to the changing reality and accepting inside it art 
forms earlier unheard of, cinema was carrying out its own experiment that went largely in parallel 

with the development of contemporary fine arts. Finally, the two experimental tendencies 

coincided, firmly establishing the projected image in the gallery space. Interestingly, Raymond 

Bellour suggests that the "idea of the installation had in fact long been present in film sets, as 
dramatic and stylised environments ̀ installed' within a film's narrative space. " [Darke, 2000: 

168] 



226 

Considered from a more traditional perspective in cinema history, film and video 
installations largely originated from an artistic form known as expanded cinema (cinema 

elargi in French). Although the term was only introduced in the 1960s, nowadays critics 

often argue that "the expanded cinema is as old as the cinema. " [Nouguez, 1999: 299] 

Dominique Nouguez actually quotes among its first examples such occasions as the 

Lumiere brothers asking the general counselor of the Rhone to hide behind the screen 

and repeat the words he had pronounced at the moment of filming his conversation with 

the astronomer Janssen. Similarly, according to the scholar, Breton and his surrealist 

collaborators created ̀ expanded cinema' by initiating a scandal at the premiere of La 

Coquille et le Clergyman at the Studio des Ursulines in 1928. [Nouguez, 1999: 299] 

The connection between the late 20th century experiment in the art of projected 
image, on the one hand, and the French avant-garde of the 1920s, on the other, largely 

resides in the fearless mixing of various artistic languages and media in one work, typical 

of both. Thus, one of the contemporary Parisian video installation artists Pierrick Sorin 

puts on the same plane the "bricolages of the 19'h century and the electronic image, " 

using the potential of the latter to "synchronize the sequences, creating an effect of 

attraction between the different states of technology. " [Maza, 1998: 60] This is, of 

course, an advanced version of the early 20th century avant-garde collages, which 
highlights the validity of characterizing the origins of the video installation as "more or 
less dadaist. " [Maza, 1998: 86] 

From this perspective the use of the moving image in theatre and ballet 

productions, quite common from the very beginning of the cinema age, can also be 

considered an example of expanded cinema. Rene Clair's Entr'acte shown within the 

frame of Rolf de Mare's ballet Reläche in 1924 vividly demonstrates how the performing 

arts could add to the development of the cinematic experiment. Similarly, when Man Ray 

uses smoke in his Retour ä la Raison (1923) to create the illusion of the object's 

movement in front of the camera, he is very probably inspired by the music-hall's use of 

cigars and cigarettes smoke. There it serves the purpose of melting the atmosphere of the 

audience with that of the stage, bringing the public to collaborate with the fantasy of the 

performance. Man Ray then exploits the device to merge the space of the film with that 

of the audience, while, based on Raymond Bellour's evidence, at the end of the 1990s 

smoke was used in contemporary video art to create a screen for projection of images in 

Madison Park in New York. [Bellour, 2002] The latter event, thus, provides an example 

of breaking the borders between the public and the image altogether. This persistent 
tradition of using smoke in conjunction with the moving image seems to prove again that 
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the origins of expanded cinema and multimedia installations actually go back to the 

beginning of the cinematic age. 
Apart from the obvious three-dimensionality, one of the most important aspects 

that the merging of cinema and performing arts in expanded cinema marks is the return 

to the body, i. e. a return to living objects as opposed to the mechanical. The direct 

contact between the artist, the work and the audience is precisely what performing arts 

have and what traditional cinema has lost, reposing fundamentally on the disappearance 

of the body, or, as Dominique Nouguez puts it, on its "transubstantiation. " [Nouguez, 

1999: 308] 

While traditional cinema comes close to painting or literature in that the artist and 
the audience are not in direct contact, expanded cinema joins painting from a different 

perspective. It can project the film on the same plane creating a composition in multiple 

facets or allow interactions between cinematic sequences on juxtaposed screens, where 

the projected image transits from one screen to another. In this case movement operates 

horizontally instead of presenting itself vertically in succession, as it normally happens in 

the linearity of a film. An example of such approach could be found, among others, 

within the frames of the French lettrist movement, namely in the cinematic work of 

Maurice Lemaitre. 

Beginning with his first film Le Film est dejü commence? (1951), Lemaitre 

proposes a "destruction of the screen in its current form" [Nouguez, 1999: 309] and 

occasionally projects the image at the comedians or the "provoked audience". That 

prepares the even more innovative "living screen in relief' ("ecran en relief vivant") used 
by the artist for the projection of his Un soir au cinema (1962), where the participation of 

the audience is, in principle, required and made part of the film. Having distributed to 

them poster-sized sheets of paper, Lemaitre asked his guests to stand in front of the 

screen, facing the projector, so that the sheets held in their stretched-out hands obstructed 

two thirds of the frame. 

Creating a texture of the projected image, the expanded cinema, thus, almost joins 

the sculpture, as its projection offers three-dimensionality. This sculptural projection can 

rely on the displacement of the screen, as well as on the mobility of the projector or the 

interaction between the viewer and the projected images. Each displacement, provoking 
juxtapositions different from those offered by the linear development of traditional film, 

introduce another manner of image perception. The spatial dimension is, thus, quite 
important and innovative, while the temporal aspect in expanded cinema can follow the 

pattern of traditional cinematic projection, repeat the film without interruption by means 

of a loop, or use a totally different dispositif invented by the artist. 
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The temporality of multimedia installations differs from that of either 

performance or expanded cinema in that it is limited by the duration of the exposition, 
instead of the time of the film's projection or the length of the spectacle. At the same 

time, the variety of actions typical of performance and the redirection of the viewer's 
look from the screen into the surrounding space make the multi-media installation image 

mobile. While the viewer moves in space to compare different sides of the screen, 

different projections and images in different monitors, he echoes, in a way, the 

movements of the camera. As Chrissie Iles puts it, "the central fixed viewpoint is first 

established, then dismantled, calling the traditional physical and perceptual relationship 
between the film screen and the viewer into question. " [Iles, 2001: 36] 

Thus, the traditional perspective, the dismantling of which was started by avant- 

garde art in the mid-nineteenth century, is shifted even further by the artists working with 

the projected image. As the two exhibition space models, i. e. the white cube of the 

gallery and the dark cinema hall, coincide, each of them "informing and modifying the 

characteristics of the other" [Iles, 2001: 33], the coordinates of their respective perceptual 
fields start working simultaneously, confusing the viewer. 

The multimedia installation, thus, necessarily acquires the status of "the most 

complex art form in contemporary culture. " [Sudre, 2001: 505] While it can be 

photographed, filmed or described in verbal language, its essence is ultimately missing 
from any such two-dimensional description. The `space-in-between', or the actual 

construction of a passage for people or objects in space and time, cannot be documented, 

which brings researchers to claim that "the art is the part that collapses whenever the 

installation isn't installed. " [Morse, 1998: 157] 

The `ephemeral' nature of video installations is largely defined by the unusual 

relationship between the categories of time and space inside the work. Combining the 

spontaneity of performance art where "the temporal dimension is preexistent" and the 

"the primacy of space and volume" [Sudre, 2001: 505] typical of expanded cinema, the 

multimedia video installation is a conjunction of opposites. Its space allows the image to 

exist as an `object' in time and in space. On the one hand, any `installation' places the 

artwork in a specific site for a specific time. On the other, the video component is 

initially `placeless'. Thus, in a way, any video installation "places placelessness", while 
being "an attempt to stop time. " [Acconci, 1993: 31 ] To put it in other words, multimedia 

video installations can be "seen as a means of embodying the irreducible physicality of 

the moving image" [Darke, 2000: 168], which leads this study to concentrate on the 

intermediality of multimedia video installations. 
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3.1. Intermediality in Multimedia Video Installations 

As mentioned before, in his classification of screens, Lev Manovich evokes the 

"classical screen" of painting and the "dynamic screen" of cinema. The researcher then 

finally arrives at the third stage - the computer screen, which established a new relationship 

between the viewer's body and the image imposing a "tradition of simulation rather than 

representation". [Manovich, 1998: 41] With virtual images the audience very often have to 

move around and act physically to see further. This applies in particular to multimedia 

installations, where the space of the work and that of the viewer become continuous due to 

the proximity in scales. In fact, the equality of scales had existed before the "classical 

screen" came into being, in mosaics and frescoes among other things, which once again 

touches upon the problem of exhibition space. Having made a full circle around the concept 

of a small window into the space of artistic representation, the images are now back to 

absorbing us in our own space. The proximity of scale combined with the `live' movement 

in `real-time' simulates our assumed reality almost completely to our belief, whereas the 

`window', or the border between art and life, in the shape of the computer screen seems 

more and more elusive. 

Thus, the concept of the off-screen space acquires particular importance. While we 

cannot see what is `off-screen' in a painting, there is always a chance we can see it in the 

cinema due to the camera movement that makes the spectator's imagination much more 

active. Installations, in their turn, actually create the `off-screen' by means of other physical 

media surrounding the projected image in the context of the work. They offer a certain 
"intermediality" stemming from the "intercrossing between disciplines and genres" 
[Meredieu de, 2003: 70], as well as between numerous media. This brings on stage the 

concept of "three-dimensional montage" [Darke, 2000: 159] highly applicable to multimedia 
installations that make an active use of both space and time. 

Information technologies become indispensable here, as they help managing very 

complex artistic structures that contain many screens and other elements. At the same time, 

the installation remains an infinitely open dispositif, because "one can always join an 

element or an object to it. " [Meredieu de, 2003: 71] Juxtaposing elements of different matter, 

origin and function, spatially situating them in a certain manner, leads to a form of cohesion 

by which the work's unity and density come into existence. Quite often, such co-presence 

produces an active approach on behalf of the viewer, who perceives the juxtaposed objects 
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and their often contradicting physical qualities as a complex totality. Thus, Monique Maza 

gives an example of a "monumental steel cylinder placed on the ground" that contains the 

video image, whose light, mobility and texture "are assigned to co-exist with the cylinder, its 

immobility, its opacity and its matter, in a singular configuration. " [Maza, 1998: 58] This is 

precisely what defines the nature of three-dimensional montage implying that various media 

merge in a single artistic structure and create a seamless unity in the viewer's perception. 

A typical example of this principle is the use of the television set as a sculptural 

object: numerous contemporary artists include monitors in their multimedia installations to 

attract the viewer's look and organize the visual trajectories, suggesting elements of 

meaning. Introducing monitors in these complex structures, putting them into a relationship 

either with real objects, or with photos, the artists achieve a certain dialogue between the real 

and the represented. At the same time, the use of monitors in video installations immediately 

imposes a double status on them: the television set is perceived as an object and as a 

broadcasting medium. Naturally, as Frangoise Parfait remarks, "the whole history of the 

ready-made is remembered here. " [Parfait, 2001: 22] The monitor-is a physical object, but it 

is also a metonymy of the television as a cultural and social phenomenon: it is "the mirror of 

the progress, the image of the world, the icon dedicated to knowledge and communication. " 

[Maza, 1998: 47] The status of the monitor in video installations is, thus, ultimately unclear 

and in flux. 

Moreover, the concept of `total installations' often evoked in discourses on 

multimedia projective artworks is largely based on the fact, that, however important the 

moving image is to these pieces, there is still more to them than what goes on on screens and 

monitors. The emphasis such installations make on the `physicality' of the space they are 

situated in places their overall meaning "not in Duchampian optical extension of vision into 

the fourth dimension, but in a phenomenological inclusion of the whole body. " [Iles, 2001: 

55] The combination of the ephemeral projected image and the physical palpability becomes 

an essential feature of multimedia installations. The tactile, thus, acquires unexpected 
importance for the artists whose perception of the world is supposedly primarily visual. 

This rather complex relationship between the visual and the palpable is vividly 
demonstrated in Lev Manovich's statement that "in Western thought vision has always been 

understood and discussed in opposition to touch. " Consequently, "the denigration of vision 
leads to the elevation of touch", as the "standard connotations of vision and touch" are 

getting reversed. [Manovich, 2001: 175] Interestingly, the `physicality' of the palpable in 
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film is often referred to via the image of hands that curiously emerges in parallel with the 

gradual disappearance of the manual approach to the artmaking. Physical tasks, no longer 

indispensable in creative practice, are abstracted into the construction of artistic meaning. 

The hand almost literally echoes the artists' use of the body to measure their own physical 

limits and those of the space surrounding them. One of the best-known video art 

practitioners, Bill Viola, claims that he "thinks with [his] hand instead of thinking with [his] 

head" and that video practice in general teaches you that "the image is in your hand and not 

in your eye". [Parfait, 2001: 246] 

From the above argument, it appears that the body is separate from the vision and 

simultaneously united with the visible in the form of tactility. This leads us to a rather 
important concept of "haptic visuality" introduced by Laura Marks in her book with a 

metaphorical title The Skin of the Film (2000). The "way film signifies through its 

materiality" [Marks, 2000: xi], through an almost physical contact between the audience's 
look and the object represented is thus emphasized by the researcher. Explaining her term 

and the title of the book, Marks argues that "in haptic visuality the eyes themselves function 

like organs of touch". In other words, it is "as though one were touching a film with one's 

eyes". [Marks, 2000: 162] 

The difference between this "haptic visuality" and the more usual "optical" one is 

that, while the latter "sees things from enough distance to perceive them as distinct forms in 

deep space [and] depends on a separation between the viewing subject and the object", the 

former "tends to move over the surface of its object rather than plunge into illusionistic 

depth, not to distinguish form so much as to discern texture. " [Marks, 2000: 162] This is to 

say that optical perception is mainly concerned with representation, while the haptic look 

brings to light the material presence of the image along with its physical qualities. 
As haptic visuality is more concerned with `moving' than `focusing', experimental 

film and video artists tend to make considerable use of it. Early 20th century experimental 

cinema, such as that of Man Ray, for example, contains numerous examples of rotational 

movement. It appears that the artist's aim here is to make the audience relate to the objects 
filmed as intimately as possible, in an almost literally physical way, i. e. ̀ stroke the objects 

with their eyes' to perceive their volume, shape and texture. This task seems to be fulfilled 

even better in the notorious opening sequence of Bunuel's and Dali's Un Chien andalou, 

where an eye is slit open by a razor. Not only the image represents a metaphorical union of 
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vision and touch, but the shock experienced by the audience viewing the sequence is 

certainly physical to the utmost. 

Throughout the 20th century experimental film and video that deal "with perception 

and experimental sexual representation" [Marks, 2000: xii] continued to exploit haptic 

visuality. Among other genres, it can be observed in feminist work which is closely 

concerned with the representation of the senses and embodiment. Touch being "a sense 
located on the surface of the body", Laura Marks suggests that "thinking of cinema as haptic 

is only a step toward considering the ways cinema appeals to the body as a whole. " [Marks, 

2000: 163] 

Evoking the philosophy of Henri Bergson which leads to believe that memory is 

"embodied in the senses", the researcher claims that cinema possesses a unique 

"multisensory quality". [Marks, 2000: xiv] As such it is capable of rendering very subtle and 

complex feelings and meanings: thus, for example, although films allegedly involve sight 

and sound only, they can "evoke the particularly hard to represent memories of people who 

move between cultures" by pointing "beyond the limits" of these two senses. [Marks, 2000: 

129] 

This "multisensory quality" of cinema is certainly inherited by video where the body 

becomes in a way constitutive of the medium itself. To start with, almost all early video art 
is focused on the artist's own body. By the same token, the later history of video art suggests 

moving away - from the artist's body- towards that of the viewer or participant, i. e. the 

participant's body is included in the work itself. [Dronsfield, 2004: 77] 

The image of the mirror transformed into the video monitor provides new 

opportunities for artists already interested in multiple perspective. Earlier, placing mirrors in 

the natural environment, they experimented with distortions, obliterating perspective through 

illusion. Nowadays, combining the mirror and the video, artists abandon the material object 

altogether and point, in fact, to their own bodies. By watching themselves create art with 

their bodies in a `mirror', whether actual or in the form of a video image, artists turn their 

bodies into `art'. According to Chrissie Iles, the body as a major component of projective 
installations emerged partly "from the breaking down of boundaries between disciplines that 

had occurred in stages throughout the twentieth century and reached its apogee in the 

1960s. " [Iles, 2001: 41] 

The experiment of filming the body was carried further by means of concentration on 

a single body part or a side of the artist's body that usually could not be seen by the owner. 
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Establishing particular patterns of movement applied to their own bodies, video artists often 
discover a "new kind of visual intimacy. " [Biesenbach, 2003: 13] Sometimes quite risky 

actions performed in front of their cameras help the experimentalists to seize in visual 
images experience relevant to other human senses. Thus, having hit his nail while 

hammering, Joseph Robakowski filmed the nail gradually coming off his finger for four 

weeks. The nail became a "performer" in a certain sense, while the artist was "filming pain". 
This piece, being part of his Videoperformances series, received the title of Art till It Hurts. 

However, the recording does not contain the pain itself, underlining the fact that art is only a 
form. [Soucheyre, 2004: 46-47] 

Such "psychological insights into the artist's own body's relationship to the world 

and to art" [Rush, 1999: 100] are largely supported by Maria Klonaris and Katherina 

Thomadaki, the two Greek video practitioners working in Paris. Maria Klonaris, speaking 
for both of them, claims that their "corporeal actions address to the camera, to the look via 

the camera", while their bodies are "amplified by the transforming potential of the filmic 

medium. " [Klonaris, 2001: 396] Being simultaneously actors and filmmakers of their works, 

the two female artists explore the issues of identity via the metamorphoses of the body. 

Understandably, among the aspects of identity they focus on is the sexual identity of a 

woman and the exploration of its "status in the imaginary and the unconscious". [Klonaris, 

2001: 396] Evoking the idea of the hermaphrodite's synthetic sex and the transvestite's or 

transsexual's changeable sex via the Sleeping Hermaphrodite statue in the Louvre and 

Virginia Woolf's Orlando, they reflect on intersexuality in their Cycle of the Angel (1985- 

1999), a series of installations-environments, photos and videos made in different 

techniques. Treating the notions of inter-sex and inter-media in parallel, the two women 

artists see their "corporeal cinema with its inter-media extensions" as a "corporeal meta-art, 

situated on the crossroads of the body and technologies, of the presence and the absence, of 

the real and the virtual. " [Klonaris, 2001: 396] 

Another female video artist, Birgit Brenner, too, puts the body, most often a female 

one, in the centre of her work. Dismantling it anatomically in a series of visual experiments, 
she shows the body "without blood", "without skin", "without bones" and so on. Alluding to 

the body art of the 1960-70s, Brenner also explores the rituality of bodily gestures. Thus, her 

videosculpture Rouge essentiel 52, Lancome (1993) reveals a purely feminine ritual of make- 

up. During 55 minutes (reduced to 25 minutes for the exhibition) the viewer can watch on 
the wall telephone with a built-in screen the artist put bright red lipstick on her lips, kiss the 
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screen, take the lipstick off and then put it again and repeat the whole procedure. This act is 

accompanied by monotonously repeated words in the telephone receiver: "Stay here - go 

away". Finally, the face itself dissolves beyond the more and more red screen. 

By filming themselves video artists not only explore their own identity and that of 

their viewers, but also access various universal categories. Time and memory being key 

concerns in a rapidly changing contemporary world, many artists are led to construct their 

"own spaces of memory. " [Oliviera, 2003: 5] Thus, for example, Catherine Helmer's video 

piece entitled 13`h November 1996 explores the concept of time via showing the artist who 

filmed herself daily starting from the 13th November 1996, the date that she bought her 

camera and that ultimately gave title to her work. The testimony of the artist reveals that 

filming herself full-face, framed, with a neutral background and the date inscribed on the 

video image for five seconds every day for ten years, is regarded by her as "an attempt to 

`see' time. " [Soucheyre, 2004: 28] 

Francisca Megert touches upon the same themes as her works combine the Greek 

antiquity and the Christian iconography. Her installation Arachne - Vanitas (1991), the 

middle part of a trilogy framed by Playing with Fire (1989) and Philemon and Baucis 

(1992), accentuates the duality of youth and old age. Two sets of monitors, three in each put 

one on top of another, show fragments of two nude female bodies -a young and an old one. 

Parts of the old body are then floated upon the young body and vice versa. The image of a 

spider on the figures intensifies the impression that the bodies are intertwined: the fragments 

form a new whole, based on fiction, erasing the time distance between the young and the old. 

The unity of youth and old age reflect the Christian theme of fluidity of the earthly, whereas 

the spider refers us to the myth of Arachne in Ovid's Metamorphoses. It symbolizes the 

creative impulse, on the one hand, and evil and destruction, on the other. Thus, Megert 

`weaves' the fragments of myth into her own work, creating a new `cloth' out of the bits of 

the past. In a researcher's words, "myth and ritual are grounded in the body, making it the 

register of transcendence. " [Morgan, 2004: 103] 

At the same time, the very materiality of film and video art is created not merely by 

certain techniques, but primarily by the way it transforms the material world, so that the 

audience's sensibility is appealed to. To reveal the materiality of the world in his complex 

works, one of the leading video installation artists Bill Viola relies on three major elements: 

attention to nature and material textures, a subtle understanding of what is understood by 

"installation" or "dispositif' and an "obsession with ordinary human gestures and rituals 
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(birth, death, walking, swimming, dream, breathing, etc. ). " [Meredieu de, 2003: 92] The first 

of these components is largely revealed in Viola's use of the four basic natural elements 

(water, air, earth, fire), more or less omnipresent in his art. Also, the tactile is very persistent: 

among other devices, it is rendered via the representation of light and heat and the 

deformations they can make in the objects. 

Thus, for example, in his piece entitled The Crossing (1996) Viola shows images of a 

man walking towards the viewer projected on a double-sided screen. The projection begins 

on darkened screens; then a small figure at a distance starts moving forward in slow motion. 
As the man comes closer, the flickering of his clothes helps assemble his total image 

gradually. When he approaches the border of the screen, the man stops and stares at the 

viewer, suggesting the establishment of a close contact. 
Here the two sides of the screen begin to differ. on one of them, a small tongue of 

flame appears between the man's feet, while on the other water starts to pour on him from 

above. Throughout the projection the image is animated with light and sound. As the flames 

rise and the drops of water become a torrent, the sounds of pouring water and crackling 

flames augment accordingly. The figure is ultimately consumed by the roaring flames on one 

side of the screen and by the cascade of water on another. The scene is thus "left empty of 

man and elements. " [Morgan 2004: 90] 

According to D. Morgan, this installation is clearly "charged with metaphor", which 
implies that "the act of artistic creation may in fact amount to the destruction of the artist as 

a kind of mythic hero who is [... ] consumed by the work. " [Morgan, 2004: 91] It is 

plausible, indeed, that the figure reaching towards the viewer from the darkness is that of the 

artist himself. However, it appears that what `speaks to' the viewer first is not the 

sophisticated metaphor, but the utter `physicality' of the image highlighted by the artist's use 

of natural elements. The viewers cannot help shuddering, as they observe a human being 

consumed by fire and water in front of them, and they almost feel the heat of the flames and 

the cold wetness of the water against their own skin. At the same time, the use of primordial 

elements creates a strong allusion to divine creation: Viola transforms the human body into 

art and connects it to the eternal cosmic principle of life and death, while the repetitiveness 

of the projection suggests the cyclic nature of existence. 

However, the importance of the tactile in multimedia installations does not end here. 

Multiple monitors organized in a serial manner often contribute to inner rhythms and 

simultaneity, functioning as a "sort of musical notes entering the space and participating in a 
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general melody. " [Parfait, 2001: 148] This metaphor introduces into discussion the acoustic 

aspect that equally adds to the intermediality in multimedia installations, where the sound, 

whether it is present or not, is always a "voice that participates in the expressive semantic 

process of the work. " [Maza, 1998: 151] Based on a practicing video artist's opinion, even 

the absence of sound, combined with the slowness of projection and the dark background, 

amplify the interior space of the moving image and, "paradoxically, the hearing of the 

spectator", as "silence becomes a hyper-acoustic dimension, a mental dimension of the 

image. " [Klonaris, 2001: 398] 

Other artists, too, often appeal to hearing to achieve the effect of the viewer's 

complete immersion into the space of the work. Thus, Bill Viola, who places a special 

emphasis on the use of sound in his art, claims that "vision is very selective and focused, 

whereas sound exists all around you". [Danke, 2000: 187] Defining his viewers as a 

"perceptual field, or field of being, which in essence is what we are", the artist reminds the 

audience that "we don't, unless we're unfortunately handicapped, get images without 

sound": [Darke, 2000: 187] This is also one of the main reasons for Viola's preference of 

video medium to celluloid, as in film sound is an "add-on, a physically separate system, " 

whereas with video "the sound is recorded on the tape with the image and the image is 

integral to the sound. " [Darke, 2000: 187] 

In other words, sound takes part in the process of structuring or de-structuring the 

architectural space where the work is installed. Importantly, in cinema palpability has also 

been paralleled with sound. Thus, Jean-Luc Godard once famously claimed that two 

soundtracks are necessary in film, because we have two hands, while cinema is a manual and 

tactile art. [Deleuze, 1994: 236] Gilles Deleuze develops the filmmaker's idea further by 

arguing that, indeed, "sound has a special relation with touch", as it "hits" on things and 
bodies. [Deleuze, 1994: 236] In fact, "even for a person with no arms" the sound continuum 
is generally correlated with the two aspects of the visual image, i. e. "its actualizable relation 

with other possible images, realized or not, and its virtual relation with a totality of images 

which is unrealizable. " [Deleuze, 1994: 237] 

Such notions as "realism", "realizable" and "unrealizable" have always persisted at 

various stages of film and fine arts production and exhibition. Importantly, whatever 

experimental artists do to deal with these issues, they all seem to be working "against the 

encultured determinants of their medium, contributing to change in society through the 

modification of the preconceptions and habits of usage in their medium or language. " [Le 
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Grice, 2001: 164] Most importantly, these artists are almost certainly aware of the challenge 

they create to the conventions of their media. 

According to Malcolm Le Grice, an experimental filmmaker and theorist himself, the 

"earliest example of this awareness" can be found in Man Ray's Retour a la raison (1923). 

Incorporating into his film the photographic rayograph technique, i. e. placing small objects 

directly onto the film before exposing it to light without using a camera, Man Ray distances 

in this way the representational image, drawing attention to "film substance and process as 

an element of content. " [Le Grice, 2001: 165] Another example of an early experimental 

film that goes against its contemporary techniques and perception, clearly predicting 

computerized cinema, is Marcel Duchamp's Anemic Cinema (1926). Being a film that "uses 

revolving spirals and texts in order to isolate certain perceptual problems" [Le Grice, 2001: 

225], it can be seen as part of a larger exploration of movement in time. In this respect, in 

Malcolm Le Grice's words, "the capacity of the computer to produce numerous alternatives 

with small basic variations would be a distinct advantage" [Le Grice, 2001: 225], as it would 

surely take the experiment to a qualitatively new level. 

The origins of cinema as ̀ total art', leading in its turn to `total installations', can also 
be traced in the approach offered by Georges Melies, who considered cinema an art form 

capable of recording images earlier undocumented, such as the wind in the leaves of a tree. 

Although later cinema moved away from this idea because of its narrative imperative, it 

appears that the work of such video artists as Bill Viola "might be seen as having developed 

precisely what Melies identified as cinema's first vocation. " [Darke, 2000: 189] In their 

insistence on perceptual duration, their attentiveness to landscape and the possibilities for 

abstraction in the play of light on water and land, Viola's video installations revive the 

cinematic potential conceived in the early 20th century. 
To summarize it, multimedia installations create a certain `multisensory appeal' to 

the whole of the viewer's body, simultaneously merging the respective identities of the work 

and the space it occupies to the point of inseparability. In Chrissie Iles's words, the nature of 

the moving image per se is such that it "always transforms the space it occupies" [Iles, 2000: 

252]: this idea seems to develop to the extreme in multimedia installations. 
A typical example of this can be found in the piece by a contemporary video artist 

Samuel Rousseau entitled Papiers peints video (Video wallpaper). It consists of the video 

projection that animates the walls creating an illusion of wallpaper. The artist himself 

declares that his "goal is to establish an intimate connection between space and object", as, 
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in his opinion, "it is not life that pays attention to the video, but video that incorporates life. " 

[Soucheyre, 2004: 53] Thus, there is a clear uncertainty whether it is the work that is 

installed in the architectural space or it is the space itself that owes its existence to the work. 

The viewer who enters the gallery to `see' the art object is most often, in fact, penetrating 

`into' it: this strange experience creates an ambiguous relation of a conflict between the 

installation and the architecture. [Maza, 1998: 42] 

In addition to their spatial complexity, multimedia video installations remain a form 

of art that unfolds in time and in cycles. Making allusions to innumerable cultures and 

civilizations throughout the history, these works use the past that opens on the present and 

on the future. A single work often embraces a plurality of cultures, as the flux of time 

gradually integrates into the spatial environment. This ultimate merge, too, can be 

considered a manifestation of intermediality, or three-dimensional montage, carried out at a 

different level. 

However, the cyclic nature of time in multimedia installations also suggests another 
direction in the current analysis. Keeping "the dispositif of cinematographic projection as a 

matrix" [Klonaris, 2001: 399], their repetitive moving image functions similarly to a 

computer programme that "progresses from start to end by executing a series of loops. " 

[Manovich, 2001: xxxiii] This structural feature of multimedia video installations leads us to 

the issue of their textuality. 
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3.2. Textuality in Multi-Media Installations: Narrativity versus Database 

Although textuality seems to be a primarily literary term, the famous statement made 

by Jacques Derrida that "there is nothing outside the text"1 implies that any artistic object 

can be regarded as a `text'. As Derrida himself claims in an interview given about a decade 

ago, the expansion of the concept is based on the fact that "there is always a little discourse 

somewhere in visual arts, and [... ] even if there is no discourse, the effect of spacing already 

implies a textualization. " [Brunette, 1994: 15] Modern researchers working with installations 

seem to agree with the French philosopher, assuming that the carefully organized artistic 

space of an installation controls, to a certain extent, the viewer's body and look. This is why 

a physical space that can be seen and measured equally becomes a "space to read, " 

developing, thus, the "textuality of space. " [Maza, 1998: 49] 

Moreover, within visual arts one can always find, in Derrida's view, "structures 

institutionalizing the relation between discourse and non-discourse. " [Brunette, 1994: 13] In 

cinema, in particular, much depends on the nature of the cinematic practice in question: there 

are some "that reconstitute the authority of the discourse, while others try to do things more 

closely resembling photography or painting. " [Brunette, 1994: 14] This differentiation 

necessarily evokes the opposition between traditional and experimental cinemas. The 

former, taking after its closest literary ancestor, the novel, has always privileged narrative as 

the key form of cultural expression, while the latter followed the avant-garde challenge to 

the narrativity and constantly looked for a specifically cinematic language. Thus, following 

Derrida, a certain cinematic method may be "closer to a type of literature than to another 

cinematic method. " [Brunette, 1994: 14] 

At the same time, starting from the early 20' century, experimental filmmakers 

aimed at showing a significant difference between their art and literature by means of 
dissolving the "single linear resolution to social interactions of narrative. " [Le Grice, 2001: 

295] In this they were following the experiments of cubism in visual arts, on the one hand, 

and the exploration of psychoanalysis undertaken by Dada and surrealism, on the other. 
While cubists strove in the 1910s for a dissolution of the single spatial viewpoint of 

perspective, the advents of Dada and surrealism seem to have produced the first intentionally 

non-narrative but clearly representational artistic work in the 1920s. 

Apart from their vehement anti-bourgeois nature that led them to undermine 

constantly the accepted social and artistic norms, the intentional non-narrativity of these 
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early avant-garde artists stemmed largely from their understanding of the sources of 

constraints on human thought and behaviour. Assuming that these constraints come 

primarily from the structure of language and social conventions based on it, psychoanalysis 

questions the way in which linearity of the narrative is capable of reflecting the real 

functioning of the human mind. 

Later, throughout the whole of the 20th century, experimental art was offering various 
forms of challenge to the linearity and cohesion of narrative, because as a cultural form it did 

not seem to represent adequately the rapidly changing, multi-faceted, chaotic and random 

essence of contemporary reality. This inadequacy was felt by modernist artists already who 

perceived the world as an endless and unstructured collection of dispersed items and ideas, a 

collage of images and texts, which is a strikingly different vision of the world from the one 

presented in a narrative sequence. The end of the 20th century that saw the advent of digital 

technologies pushed the challenge to narrative to its limit, finally offering a new cultural 
form to substitute it. 

The early avant-garde artistic practices of bricolage, collage and similar 
"representational strategies of intertextual referentiality" [Everett, 2003: 7] were brought to a 

qualitatively new level by the possibilities of the digital. Claiming that "an alternative to 

narrative that emerged in the computer age is the database" [Manovich, 2001: 218], Lev 

Manovich explains that most new media objects do not tell stories: having no beginning and 

no end, they do not show signs of any thematic, formal or other development either. There is 

nothing that would organize their elements into a sequence. Instead, they offer a peculiar 

mosaic of "individual items, with every item possessing the same significance as any other. " 

[Manovich, 2001: 218] This is, of course, precisely how the early avant-garde artists saw 

their hand-made multimedia collages, only now the process of mixing images and texts is 

largely carried out by the computer. 

Unsurprisingly, modem critics repeatedly claim that "our abilities to understand the 

new modes and codes of digital media texts today are still often predicated upon successfully 
decoding their semiotic densities and `semiotic polyvalence' in terms of earlier media 

structures. " [Everett, 2003: 7] The very new concept of digitextuality, combining the 
`digital' and the `textual', focuses on the intersection of established media practices, on the 

one hand, and those emerging within the framework of new media, on the other. The 

meaning of digital art objects is born not only from a new text created through absorption 
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and transformation of precedent cultural texts, but also "by embedding the entirety of other 

texts (analog and digital) seamlessly within the new. " [Everett, 2003: 7] 

Thus, contemporary video artists create their works by means of merging together the 

technical possibilities of the new media and the allusions to earlier culture. Literally 

substituting the glue and the scissors used by their early 206' century avant-garde 

predecessors with the effects of "electronic collage"2 [Meredieu de, 2003: 43], the 

contemporary experimentalists transform the visual image in a purely surrealist manner. One 

French video practitioner, Jean-Christophe Averty, includes in his unclassifiable 

"videographic writingss3 simultaneous allusions to early 20th century literary (Apollinaire, 

Raymond Roussel) and pictorial (Duchamp, Picasso, Picabia, Max Ernst) avant-garde, the 

world of jazz and variety shows (Henri Salvador, Yves Montand) and the tradition of 

cinematic "magic" (Melies). [Meredieu de, 2003: 43] 

Many dispositifs created by Averty and his collaborators are initially manual, 

containing optical discs and rotating platforms that turn around their axes, either horizontal, 

or vertical, which in itself creates a strong allusion to the optical experiments that Marcel 

Duchamp carried out in the 1920s. Complex animated backgrounds allow Averty to 

juxtapose and superimpose different elements, playing skillfully with the optical effects thus 

produced. Change of scale and speed, switching from black to white and vice versa, 

contrasting the forms, repeating the motifs, all of this allows an endless multiplication of 

impressions for the viewer. This "optic dynamism" is also largely based on the systematic 

use of popular imagery, such as playing and post cards, vignettes, illustrations, medallions 

and numerous graphic signs - waves, stars, diamonds, letters and numbers, clouds, hearts 

and so on. [Meredieu de, 2003: 43-46] 

Thus, one can claim that a large proportion of new media objects are ̀ databases' in a 

more general sense. They present in themselves collections of items on which the viewer - 
or the "uses", as some modem researchers (Manovich, Mulvey etc. ) suggest the modem 

viewer should be called, - can perform various operations, i. e. view, navigate, search and so 

on. The viewer's perceptive experience of such artworks is, therefore, quite different from 

reading a novel or watching a traditional film, both based on narrative as their underlying 
cultural structure. Lev Manovich actually asserts that the database must be recognized as a 

new cultural form and research should be undertaken to develop its "poetics, aesthetics and 

ethics" in future. [Manovich, 2001: 219] 
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Seen against this theoretical background, multimedia installations can be perceived 

as dense information spaces combining different images made of video, words, graphics and 

three-dimensional elements within a spatial layout. However, although it does seem to 

answer the definition of a `database', in this mosaic of media "one of the most visited fields 

of expression used [... ] in terms of themes [... ] is, curiously, literature. " [Maza, 1998: 76] 

The presence, and sometimes even a suggested dominance, of the literary not only fortifies 

the assumption that there is a textuality of installations that has to be dealt with, but it also 

opens up its various aspects, including, at times, an obvious return to narrativity. 

Starting with the title that participates simultaneously in the `text' of the installation 

and in its "hors-texte", making references to the cultural sources of the work, the verbal is 

often represented by the fragmental integration of literary works into the structure of the 

installation. The inclusion of particular kinds of narratives, both literary and cinematic, often 

structures the work in its essence, as these narratives become its central element. Single- 

channel video installations, as well as the ones containing several screens that show different 

cinematic sequences, are typical examples of such `narrative' multimedia works. 

Another strategy positions the text within the space of an installation to attract the 

attention and influence the navigation of the viewer. Placing even a few lines of text at a 

particular point forces the audience to stop their movement through the space and 

concentrate on reading. In this sense, multimedia installations seem to "fictionalize the 

communication and integrate the materiality of textual image in the centre of overall 

plasticity. " [Maza, 1998: 83] This `double identity' of the installations in that they belong to 

the plastic arts, such as painting, sculpture, architecture and so on, on the one hand, and to 

the temporal arts, such as theatre and cinema, on the other, reveals their unique time-space 

structure as the viewer proceeds through them. 

The total space of an installation can be divided into two or more connected spaces 

with well-defined paths connecting them that do not prevent the viewers from wandering on 

their own, yet somehow predetermine the possible ways of approaching the meaning of the 

work in its totality. Such paths are often made of corridors and abrupt openings between 

objects, while other objects placed in unexpected places, on the contrary, aim to obstruct 

passage. Thus, directing the viewers, alternatively making them focus their attention on 

particular details and the installation as a whole, the artist aims to `immerse' the viewer 

completely inside the installation. While the gallery space itself remains indifferent, by 

creating a separate enclosed space with carefully chosen proportions, colours and lighting 
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within the larger space of a museum or a gallery, "new media artists are creating not an 

object in itself, but a viewer's experience in space and time. " [Manovich, 2001: 267] 

In many ways, it is this particular experience of the viewer approaching the work that 

ultimately forms its textuality. Lev Manovich points out the difference in the process of 

identification that becomes crucial in opposing his newly defined cultural form of database 

to the established form of narrative. He claims that the "cultural technologies of the pre- 

digital age, " such as cinema and fashion among others, urged the viewer to "identify with 

someone else's bodily image, " while interactive media ask their audience to "identify with 

someone else's mental structure. " [Manovich, 2001: 61] Thus, the ultimate turn from the 

visible, the presumably objective, the `realistic' to the underlying, the imagined, the 

subjective in artistic representation has finally reached its pinnacle by means of establishing 

a relevant cultural form. Conceived by experimental artists at the end of the 190' century, the 

database was tried out in various arts and genres throughout the 20th century to reveal its 

essence at its best in the art of multimedia installation. 

1 il n'y a pas de hors-texte 
2 collage electronique 
3 ecritures videographiques 



244 

3.3. Interactivity in Video Installations: Artist, Work and Viewer 

At the end of the 20th century installation art seems to have gradually shifted from a 

relatively marginal practice to an almost mainstream status within contemporary visual 

culture. Some researchers working with its aesthetics suggest that the change is largely due 

to the audience's "desire for sensual pleasure" [Oliviera, 2003: 4] the multimedia installation 

often satisfies. A "total artwork", it envelops the viewers in a "hermetic and narcissistic 

space", placing them in the "realm of the imaginary stimulated by the need to escape. " 

[Oliviera, 2003: 4] The principle of interaction, typical of many installations with projected 

images in their structure, leads to the viewer's perception of the work as a dynamic place, a 

`database' full of circulating data, rather than a simple agglomeration of objects that 

supposedly has a meaning. Understandably, the dynamic and `interactive' nature of 

multimedia installations reveals a certain inconvenience for the "traditional conceptions of 

art. " [Maza, 1998: 56] Their `playful' dimension almost distances these works from art, 

shifting them towards the domain of entertainment. 

In fact, the borders between the two domains are becoming increasingly blurred in 

the light of social and economic tendencies in our culture. Thus, Chris Darke argues that 

cinema has migrated to the gallery because "the viewer - like the reader - has ceased to be 

seen as a culturally-engaged citizen and is appealed to as a consumer above all. " [Darke, 

2000: 159] Looking at the moving image in a gallery setting, one does feel the museum 

context still functions as a space of contemplation, as opposed to numerous cultural 

phenomena outside it. In this respect the closed gallery space might be seen as an alternative 

site that "resists the speed, flux and technological blur of the spectacular world surrounding 

it, " being a "still centre in the image-storm. " [Darke, 2000: 159] 

Moreover, when cinematic sequences are relocated to the gallery, they usually escape 

all finality other than return in a loop. Viewers, referring to their experience of cinema, 

expect a `story', but are challenged instead by the enigma of projected images, whose 

meaning can be seized either by relocating oneself in space, or by waiting for the end of the 

repetitive cycle that they impose. Screens and monitors in complex sculptural and 

architectural configurations create an artistic form that "appears to comply with many of the 

rules that govern sculpture" [Hall, 1990: 20], which facilitates its contextualization in the 

museum. 
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On the other hand, the relative success of multimedia installations with gallery 

visitors can be explained by the `responsiveness' of this form to the temporal demands of 

both the video medium and the audience. The viewers engage with the work for a period of 

time that they determine themselves, as the viewing regime is not strictly "dictated by the 

internal time of the work. " [Hall, 1990: 20] In terms of spatial experience, too, the viewers 

are liberated from the armchairs of the movie theatre and free to move inside the space of the 

artwork. In fact, it is this "strolling"' that finally "creates the fiction" [Paini, 2002: 69]: the 

installation environment itself allows for greater participation of the viewer in the "process 

of completing the art object. " [Rush, 1999: 148] 

The multiplicity of perceptive effects produced by the interactive nature of certain 

video installations seems to become, in a way, the ultimate realization of Roland Barthes's 

post-structuralist "death of the author" idea, implying a significant change of relationship 
between the production and the reception of the artwork. Interactivity creates an illusion that 

the artists share their power with the viewers, while, in fact, they carefully plan every option 
that can happen, making the work "a lot more complex than when the viewer has no power 

at all" [Lister, 2003: 41], but still controlling it. 

There is a theoretical perspective on interactivity rooted in literary and media studies 

arguing that the underlying principle of the audience's engagement with the work has not 

changed. The viewers are simply given more options for more complex relationships with 

texts, but these relationships are essentially the same. Thus, Lev Manovich claims that "all 

classical and even more so modem art is `interactive' in a number of ways", suggesting that 

"ellipses in literary narration, missing details of objects in visual art, and other 

representational ̀shortcuts' require the user to fill in missing information. " [Manovich, 

2001: 84] Similarly, performing arts rely on techniques of staging and composition to 

control the audience's attention over time, directing their looks to different parts of the 

display, whereas with sculpture and architecture, the viewers have to move their bodies in 

space to experience the work in its totality. 
Consequently, the possibilities for multiple interpretation in traditional media are not 

made irrelevant by the advent of interactivity. They simply emerge as more numerous and 
intricate now. Or, to put it another way, "the more text choices are available to the reader, 

the greater the possible interpretative responses. " [Lister, 2003: 43] On the contrary, what 
becomes a distinctive feature of interactivity is the continuous "coupling of the man and the 

machine" throughout the production and the perception stages and the viewer's chance to 
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"intervene directly into the development and the functioning of the work. " [Meredieu de, 

2003: 157] Certainly, the unity of the human and the mechanical at the stage of production 
dates back to the end of the 19th century. However, now it is also valid when the finished 

work with its "programme or a scenario of multiple directions" [Meredieu de, 2003: 158] is 

exposed. 

Video installations, thus, actively promote the viewer's immediate response to the 

object viewed. For this purpose they often use surveillance cameras that show the audience 

themselves. Confronting in this way the reflexive quality of film and TV watching, artists 

intentionally engage their viewers directly, sometimes to the point of anger or shock, forcing 

them to participate, willingly or not, in the `art'. This implies a totally new viewing 

experience, as the audience simultaneously become the subjects and the objects of the 

spectacle and are seen not only by themselves, but also by others. Such invasion of the 

privacy of the viewing at first came rather unexpectedly for gallery visitors. Unlike, for 

example, the audience of happenings who went to the event knowing they could become a 

part of it, these viewers initially had no expectations of being involved directly in the 

artwork. [Rush, 1999: 124] 

The ultimate merging between the viewer and the viewed is extremely pertinent in 

video art due to the issues of identity it is focused on. Because in contemporary world media 

screens and monitors distribute similar images everywhere on the planet, they influence 

significantly the process of social identification, as "we use these images to gather an 

understanding of how to dress, how to behave, and how to carry our bodies. " [Biesenbach, 

2003: 13] In this sense, seeing oneself on the screen becomes a "perfect foil for those 

obsessed with celebrity". [Rush, 1999: 102] Narcissistic video performances replace the 

"reflective image of a mirror" as an earlier point of reference for self-identity by the 

"reflective image of the monitor. " [Biesenbach, 2003: 13] 

Following this line of thought, one can agree with Raymond Bellour who claims that 

"the self-portrait is naturally the most subjective expression of resistance that video art 

opposes in its special way to television. " [Bellow, 1990: 293] As television becomes 

universalized, the self-portrait incarnates "the form and the force" by which a single 
individual can reinvent the structure of the universe, whose patterns are "simultaneously 

tentative and restrictive. " [Bellour, 1990: 293] 

However, the multimedia installation viewer's uneasiness does not end there. As a 
time-based medium, video art also allows for multiple manipulations of the audience's 
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experience of time. The sense of the present is rendered very acutely to the viewers suddenly 

seeing themselves on a monitor in the middle of an exhibition. Digital technologies can also 

provide immediate experience of time just passed, with the audience's previously recorded 
images appearing on one monitor while their present images are shown on another. 

Sometimes video installations go as far as showing the viewers their images in a chamber 

they are unable to enter, which seems to combine the audience's perception of past, present 

and future in one moment. 

A vivid example of such physical incorporation of the viewer into the video footage 

can be found in the work by the French artist Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster entitled Storm 

(Sturm) (1996). In this installation different pieces of equipment simulate various sensory 

aspects of a storm: fans create strong wind, projectors stream thunderstorm light through 

blue gelatin lenses, a stroboscope imitates lightning, while audio equipment produces the 

sounds of wind and rain. All this simulation is directed towards a certain space in the room 

where the viewer is invited to stand. As soon as he or she reaches this space, their image is 

projected on three monitors. Thus, the viewers can feel and observe themselves being 

`caught in a storm' in the middle of a gallery. 

Another example to quote here is Pier rick Sorin's Untitled (Sans titre) installation, 

first exhibited in the Museum of Modern Art of the City of Paris in 1992. The viewers 

approaching the monitor have just enough time to make out their own image on the screen 

and see someone leaning over another similar installation, when someone comes up from 

behind and kicks the other viewer. Seamlessly combining on one monitor two different 

footages, the artist creates an ultimate illusion of reality. One of the footages shows the 

viewer just filmed by a surveillance camera and another deals with the pre-filmed image of 
Sorin crawling up to another viewer and performing the kicking gesture. Using the technique 

of electronic collage, Sorin then makes it look, as if he were chased around the museum by a 

warden, trying to escape punishment for his inappropriate behaviour. Clearly, the artist's act 

of aggression is also metaphorically directed at the institution itself, "a highly socialized 

setting where behaviour is required to fit in with certain laws of silence and decorum. " 

[Giquel, 2000: 100] Installations, thus, can become a perfect means of rendering political 

content, as, by virtue of their size and visual complexity, they offer "a charged environment 
for viewers to enter. " [Rush, 1999: 138] 

A similar approach is taken by Anna Anders in her 1993 installation consisting of 
two monitors. Two museum wardens are shown as they constantly exclaim: "Don't touch 
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it! " or "You've dropped something". It appears that their statements are addressed directly to 

the viewer. The wardens change places and appear on different screens, which creates an 

illusion of space that they traverse. Thus, the museum itself and those who work in it turn 

into `art'. 

Another way in which multimedia installation artists achieve a close engagement 

with the viewer is using the close-up, particularly when showing a human face on a monitor 

screen. On the one hand, this image is of the same scale as that of our immediate physical 

surroundings, i. e. it is perceived as something "in the same world" [Acconci, 1993: 27], face 

to face with us. Contrary to it, in cinema the proportions are normally enlarged, which 

evokes the fictional nature of the footage. On the other hand, the use of close-up faces on the 

monitors in installations can lead to certain uneasy feelings among the audience. 

Thus, Pierrick Sorin's installation entitled Really Nicel Les Regardeurs (1999) 

assembles on the walls of the exhibition hall over thirty monitors showing faces of mixed 

race, age and gender, distorted by digital technology, with some of the features 

interchangeable, unnaturally large eyes and mouths and so on. Placed at different levels and 

looking from every wall at the viewer who has entered the closed space of the room, these 

swollen eyes wander around and a series of swallowing noises come from the mouths. Some 

faces can be heard pronouncing typical phrases heard at almost every exhibition: "It's really 

nice... I like this work very much". The work thus seems "to be congratulating itself in a fit 

of excess narcissism", taking the mockery to the level of sarcasm, "as if keeping viewers 

from forming a personal judgement, absorbing them as pure lookers or admirers, denying 

their individuality. " [Giquel, 2000: 13] Moreover, as the subject and the object of the look 

seem totally reversed, the viewers, placed in the centre of the room, surrounded by numerous 
faces looking at them, commenting on the "work" being "nice", start feeling it is they who 

are the `installation' and not the monitors around. The swallowing sounds significantly 

contribute to the physical dimension of perception, as the audience cannot help feeling that 

they are being "digested" by the electronic viewers. 

Another interesting example of an interactive challenge to spectatorship can be seen 
in Pierrick Sorin's piece entitled La Belle Peinture est derriere nous (1989). A huge box is 

installed inside the exhibition room reaching almost up to the ceiling. The audience are 
invited to look inside it through the glass. As the viewer comes up to the peephole and puts 
the headphones on, he or she sees the pre-filmed footage of Sorin in a close-up. The artist 
immediately starts to express his annoyance with the viewer. It appears that while 
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experiencing the installation we are obstructing with our body the view of a "beautiful 

painting" that hangs on the wall behind us. In his usual serious manner the artist says, 

addressing the viewer, "Move aside, please, you are obstructing the way and I can't see the 

beautiful painting that hangs on the wall behind you". 

The painting is really there, so when the viewer turns around and sees it, the effect of 
`live communication' between the artist and his audience becomes even more `realistic'. 

Furthermore, the viewer suddenly feels like the object of someone else's look, which is not 

what gallery visitors are normally expecting. On top of this mixing up the usual roles of the 

subject and the object of the look, the originality of Sorin's approach manifests itself in the 

ultimate contextualization of the video projection in the museum space. Juxtaposed with a 

painting, an exhibit most typical of and expected to be seen in a gallery, the video footage 

acquires an equal status with it, as both are elements of the same multimedia installation. 

As the technical capacities of media have developed, so the integration of different 

perceptual elements, such as sound and sculptural setting, to name but a few, in the artists' 
telling their own stories becomes more widely spread. This has also brought the practice of 

video and installation art close to theatre. The theatrical aspect can be clearly seen in Pierrick 

Sorin's work, as he organizes the "management of the body [... ] through autofilmage", 

while making it almost impossible to "define the actor. " [Giquel, 2000: 94] Indeed, the 

extent to which the artist reveals. himself in his pieces stays ultimately unclear, because 

adopting the persona of an idiot frees Sorin from all other social roles that impose limitations 

on our behaviour. This brings his work in general extremely close to the aesthetics of Dada. 

In fact, in Sorin's `autofilmages', the `real', i. e. the banal and non-theatrical, almost 

always represents a threat. Making frequent use of answering machines, whose messages can 
be heard playing regardless of what goes on, as if to highlight the destructiveness of the 

`normal' everyday life as applied to an individual, the artist juxtaposes them with the 

description of even more insignificant events. Sorin's character, with his lack of originality 

constantly underlined, does not even have a name, except in the Pierrick and Jean-Loup 

series, where he becomes double, or when he acquires the nickname "le Sorin". His banality 

is accentuated by the deliberately rudimentary vocabulary he uses. Taking up various roles 

only to drop them, gesticulating vividly, speaking to the camera and constantly getting hurt 

seems to make him "the archetype of a generation for which unemployment, AIDS and the 

collapse of every last utopia has led to withdrawal, solitude and despair. " [Giquel, 2000: 98- 

99] 
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On the whole, multimedia installations, rather than offering a "spectacle of an 

aesthetic object to look at", propose a "field of interactions to reconsider and reinterpret". 
[Maza, 1998: 171] Thus, in the 1990s the American artist Tony Oursler started his large 

series of video installations that combine video, sculpture, conceptual and performance art. 

These works consist of various sculptures, ranging from stuffed puppets to simple white 

globes, placed in the exhibition room in all sorts of combinations, with video images of 

either whole faces or just human eyes projected on them. Serving as screens for the head 

images, the dummies seem to be talking directly to the audience, as an individual taped 

script written by the artist is repeatedly played for each of them. 

Slow motion, "piercingly loud sounds, rich coloration", changing scales and so on 

contribute to an overall experience of human being "immersed in nature" [Rush, 1999: 143], 

which leads some video artists to surpass the walls of the museum and take their 

experiments with the projected image outside the gallery space. Lev Manovich sees "at least 

as rich a field of experimentation" in three areas of our everyday life, such as the use of 

screens projecting "the activity inside" in contemporary urban architecture, video displays in 

trade show design and in "the best of retail environments. " [Manovich, 2003: 86] It seems 

that the ultimate desire to interact with the audience leads multimedia installation artists to 

pursue their viewers almost anywhere they can reach them. 

The way of looking at art in museums that tends to conceal the body of the viewer 
from him- or herself is challenged by video installations that make the viewer "self-visible" 

and even "part of the artwork". [Morgan, 2004: 90] In D. Morgan's words, "installations 

prompt a spatial and temporal self-consciousness whose first impression is frequently an 

uneasy one. " [Morgan, 2004: 90] 

flänerie 
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3.4. Multimedia Video Installations: a Tentative Classification 

There is a clear difference between the beginning and the end of the 20th century, 

which manifests itself not only in the major progress in technology, but also in the nature of 

the audiences' experience and expectations. The century of cinema has taught our senses to 

understand its specific visual language, perceiving shifts in scale, subject matter, viewpoints 

and so on. Video installations use that experience, alluding to cinema while trying to 

incorporate the viewers in their artistic space and creative process. As a new cultural form 

emerges based on previous artistic languages and practices, it necessarily refers to a wide 

range of phenomena and exploits the hidden potential of familiar forms. 

Being an art form in its own right, installations containing projected images in their 

structure still demonstrate certain points of blurring with cinema, most clearly manifested in 

at least two particular categories. One of these categories consists of works that take cinema 

as a pretext and distort the familiar images in a totally unpredictable manner, aiming, thus, at 

a fresh perceptive reaction of the shocked viewer. Douglas Gordon's notorious 24 Hours 

Psycho can be quoted as a vivid example of such an installation, whose creator believes, like 

a number of other artists, that "cinema is dead". [Bellour, 2002] He almost literally kills the 

illusion of realism inherent in the initial work by radically slowing down the projection of 

the film, so that it lasts 24 hours instead of an hour an a half. Confronted with this 

unnaturally slow projection, the audience becomes increasingly disillusioned and aware of 

the cinema's artificial essence, while the artist, apparently, aims to demonstrate the cinema's 

inability to reflect the spirit of the late 20th - 21st century. 

Another category of cinema-related video installations consists of the works created 
by filmmakers. Much of this line of experiment contributed to the institutionalization of 

cinema exhibition in the gallery via the achievements of the Rotterdam Film Festival, where 

video installations were shown within the frames of the "Exploding Cinema: Cinema 

without Walls" project. The challenge that multimedia installations represent to the `cinema 

proper', which Bellour refers to as "the cinema-only"' [Bellour, 2002] and which is 

historically positioned in between the arrival of the sound cinema and the arrival of 
television, mainly amounts to the radical change of dispositif. 

Thus, television marks the beginning of an end for cinema, because it offers an 

alternative dispositif, creating competition for the well-established and well-defined 

cinematic one. While multimedia installations, too, present a totally new artistic form and 
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language in themselves, it is extremely hard to speak about the dispositif of video 

installation generically. In fact, every work offers its unique dispositif by means of reshaping 

the familiar ones, such as cinema, TV and so on. In this respect the differentiation between 

the concepts of dispositif, on the one hand, and medium, on the other, becomes particularly 

important, as a dispositif can often present in itself a combination of various media. 

3.4.1. "Cinema-inspired" Models of Spatial Organization 

Raymond Bellour makes an attempt to classify video installations inspired by and, to 

a different extent, similar to the cinema, suggesting three main models of positioning the 

projected image in their overall structure. The simplest one, as well as the one that comes 

closest to the cinematic model, is the "frontal projection". [Bellour, 2002] In such 

installations there are no elements other than a screen or a monitor placed inside an 

exhibition room and showing repeatedly the sequence that can last from a few minutes to 

several hours. The already quoted example of 24 Hours Psycho clearly illustrates the 

challenge that such works can pose to perception. 

Accustomed to the immobile viewing position inside a dark cinema theatre, the 

viewer is confronted with the possibility to move inside the space in front of the projected 
image, enter and leave the hall at any point of time, regardless of the stage of projection. 
Sometimes the projection hall itself is well lit up, which also disrupts the usual cinematic 

perceptive experience, as the viewers feel a certain vulnerability being seen in the process of 

watching the action on the screen. The cyclic repetitive nature of the sequence, as well as the 

frequent use of slow motion and other image distorting devices, pose a difficulty for an 

upfront interpretation of the work by the viewer. On the one hand, frontal projection 
installations resemble the viewing conditions of a cinema hall, but, on the other, their nature 
does not quite meet the audience's expectations based on their previous cinema-going 

experience. 
The second major video installation model Raymond Bellour brings to our attention 

is the so-called "wall of screens", or a "video-wall". [Bellour, 2002] As the title indicates, it 

consists of a number of screens organized in one way or another inside the exhibition hall. 

The Swiss video artist Ugo Rondinone's recent works, such as Where do we go from here 

(1996), It's late and the wind carries a faint sound (1999), Roundelay (2003) and Clockwork 

for Oracle (2004), can be quoted as examples of the "video-wall" model. The pieces mostly 
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consist of big screens that stretch from the floor to the ceiling of the exhibition room, 

forming a number of walls occupied by projected images shown simultaneously, which 

confuses the viewer struggling to make sense of the whole work. 

What often creates an additional challenge in Ugo Rondinone's art is the fact that 

different screens can demonstrate one and the same sequence, but the starting and the 

finishing time of every projection is different. The effect it produces on the audience is that 

of a loss in time, a general confusion about the past, the present and the future. This becomes 

even more so due to the fact that the characters of Rondinone's filmed sequences are often 

seen walking through an indefinite city landscape, never meeting in their endless journeys 

that can last up to 24 hours. 

However, the multiple screens installations can often come quite close to the 

narrative cinema in their essence. When sequences are not shown simultaneously on 

different screens, they can form a peculiar complex film whose parts have been redistributed 

on several screens instead of one. Works of this type usually present a form of split narrative 

that appeals for an analysis in the context of cultural theories evoked. Thus, for example, 
Majida Khattari's installation Reve de jeunes filles (Dream of Young Girls) (2001) consists 

of three short films, projected one by one on three different screens placed on the walls of 

one room, and two televised interruptions between them, coming from the TV-sets placed in 

the corners. As the work is united by the common theme of Muslim marriage traditions and 

their ambiguity in the modern world, it suggests a possibility of such critical approaches as 

feminism, post-colonialism and structuralism with its emphasis on myth and ritual 

symbolism. 

Thus, the first screen presents a Moroccan seamstress who spends years preparing a 
bride's trousseau: her art symbolizes the waiting of young girls, as well as the cyclic nature 

of time conserved in the form of a ritual. The seamstress's discourse about a traditional man, 

whom she dreams to have as a husband, forms the first part of the multi-faceted narrative. As 

the first projection comes to an end and its last frame stays frozen on the screen, there comes 
the first TV interruption. The two TV monitors in the corners of the room simultaneously 
show the same image of an adolescent girl reading out quotes from the 120' century 

philosopher Ghazali, whose writings still seem to rule the traditional family relations in the 
Muslim world. 

When the `instructive' interruption finishes, the second screen comes alive showing 
the traditional Moroccan wedding festivities. Their dubious ritualistic essence is underlined 
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by an artificial theatrical approach to the event, as Majida Khattari imposes women's roles 

on men. The sexual ambiguity of this part wittily questions and undermines the whole nature 

of patriarchal culture in the modern world. 

This theme is carried further in the third and the last sequence, which is shown after 

another oppressive theological TV interruption and figures a young Moroccan girl, born and 

brought up in France, who comes to the land of her ancestors to get acquainted with her 

cultural heritage. As she wonders around the Arab food and clothes market, tasting the fruit 

and trying on traditional women's clothes, her vulnerability and being thoroughly `out-of- 

context' brings out numerous ambiguous issues that touch upon the mixture of cultures, 

religions and identities in the contemporary world. This is also supported by the soundtrack, 

as the girl expresses her feelings about these issues and the process she participates in. 

Although appealing for a number of critical approaches at once, the installation 

clearly shows a certain unity of the form and content, created among other things by the use 

of typical Arab music, costumes, objects and gestures that are repeated in all its parts. The 

viewers, being literally `surrounded' by such an unusual filmic narrative, instinctively try to 

refer to their experience of other narratives, i. e. verbal, pictorial, sculptural, cinematic and so 

on, but none of these seems to work on its own in this case. 

In a way, `narrative' video installations evoke the 1920s avant-garde films that 

equally exploited a supposedly traditional narrative only to undermine their audience's 

expectations. Challenging the familiar forms, the new cinematic dimension helped those 

early experimental artists to explore more profoundly their favourite themes, objects and 

images. Video installations artists, too, rely on their viewers' established experience only to 

question it, together with other cultural and social conventions their work evokes and 

confronts. 
A similar example of the challenge that multi-screen installations present to the 

traditional cinematic narrative can be found in the art of Pierrick Sorin, namely in the piece 

entitled L'Incident du bol renverse (Incident of the Knocked Down Bowl) (1993). This 

consists of four screens, each showing its own projection: the one in the middle 
demonstrates the author himself telling a story of a bad day he had. It all started with a bowl 

of hot chocolate that he accidentally turned over, spilling the chocolate onto himself and the 

artistic project he was working on during his breakfast. The other screens show the artist in 

the process of performing other actions that day. These include jumping nude in front of his 
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camera in the garden, coming back to the house, answering the phone and, "as for the rest, it 

is not even worth mentioning, " according to Sorin. 

Thus, at the start the viewers are promised a `story' of the artist's day, as their 

attention is appealed to by the intriguing beginning sequence on the middle screen. However, 

an overthrown bowl that presumably had much to do with the story ends up meaning not 

much at all, while the viewers' expectations are completely deceived by what follows. The 

artist's actions on the other screens produce the impression of complete nullity and absurdity 

of his life, and what has been left out of the `story' apparently has even less value. The 

viewers feel utterly ridiculed, forced to spend time following a `narrative' that turns out 

totally meaningless. 

Another multi-screen installation that Sorin created a year later and called La Bataille 

des Tartes (The Battle of Tarts) (1994) offers three screens that almost appear to be one, as 

the action is split between them and the characters pass easily from one screen to another. 

Sorin, almost nude, runs back and forth, while men in suits are throwing cakes at him from 

both ends. He ends up being completelycovered up in cream, jam and bits of pastry. The 

impression the three screens produce is that of no escape: as the haunted artist traverses the 

border of one screen, presumably disappearing from the space it opens into, he seems to be 

entering another world and another reality, but the flying cakes still reach him on the next 

screen. 

This installation is certainly more of a spatial exploration than a narrative, since it 

questions the concept of screen as the border between different `worlds'. In this case, the 

borders of the three screens, although physical, very visible and palpable, turn out to be 

merely imaginary, as they do not prevent the action from migrating from one screen to 

another. The uncertainty of the viewer regarding the quantity and the quality of the `worlds' 

and spaces behind the screens, as well as the nature of the `windows' into them, constitutes 

an obvious challenge to the overall perception of the work. 

The third model of video installations inspired by and bordering on the traditional 

cinematic language and dispositif is that of a "chamber" [Bellour, 2002], i. e. a model that 

implies a projected image placed inside a specially constructed box. The viewers are 

expected to watch the video image through an eyehole or a bigger opening, whereas the 

sound is usually rendered to them via headphones. An example of such piece can be found in 

Sorin's De la Peinture et de 1'Hygiene (Of Painting and Hygiene) (1992). The viewer looks 

into a peephole and is faced by the recorded image of the artist spitting various paints at the 
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hole, which makes it feel as if he were spitting into the eye of the viewer. This attack on the 

eye clearly evokes the early 20th century experimental cinema with its active exploitation of 

the eye image. Probably, the closest parallel that can be drawn in this case is the one between 

Sorin's spitting into the eye of the viewer and Bunuel's and Dali's notorious cutting through 

the eye in the opening of Un Chien andalou. 

In fact, in Sorin's piece it is not only the viewer's eye and, with it, the whole concept 

of voyeurism that are directly assaulted. The artist's spitting out paint of various colours 

ridicules the process of creation, making the very art look like a by-product of his bodily 

functions. As he then washes the paint-spit off the peephole using a glass-washing liquid, he 

accentuates the sign of equality between the supposedly sublime art and its direct opposite, 

the dirty and unpleasant products of the human body. Again one can suggest a certain 

similarity between Sorin's approach and that of Bufluel and Dali, who, too, parallel the 

images of sublime romantic love and those of bodily decomposition, as the characters of Un 

Chien andalou are shown dead, blind and half-buried in sand on a sunny beach. 

Apart from surrealist cinema, Sorin's aggressive attitude towards the audience clearly 

reminds one of the Dada nihilist performances in the early 20th century that aimed to insult 

their audience as much as possible. Often containing projections, they treated film as part of 

a larger multi-media Dada performance, which is an approach quite similar to that of video 
installations. There is a vast category of interactive installations that directly `include' the 

audience into the space of the artwork. Modem technology allowing to `export' the digital 

image of the viewer inside the artistic space, the gallery visitors' experience an ultimate 

sense of close physical engagement with the complex pieces of art. 
Thus, in one of his pieces entitled Un spectacle de qualite (A Quality Show) (1996) 

Pierrick Sorin invites the audience to look inside a box that has an aura of a bathroom 

simulated in it. As soon as the viewer places his or her head close to the peephole, the digital 

image of this head is transported inside the bathroom and one can see it in the bath, just 

above the foam. Overall, it looks like the viewer is taking a bath inside the installation 

chamber. In the corner of the bath there is a TV installed: a small digital image of Pierrick 

Sorin steps out of it and entertains the viewer by imitating various TV programmes. He 

dances and gesticulates on the edge of the bath, before jumping in the foamed water at the 

end of every little performance. 
If Sorin's piece seems to rely more on the TV medium as its pretext and `parental' 

dispositif, the video installation by the Canadian Janet Cardiff and her husband George 
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Büres-Miller called Muriel Lake Incident (1999) is based on the cinematic medium proper. 

The `chamber' built as a simple plywood box placed on tall metal legs is meant to be seen as 

a period cinema-hall in miniature. Via the headphones provided, the viewers hear the film's 

soundtrack and find themselves sitting in the cinema with a female companion. She shares 

the popcorn with the viewer and relates her dreams and anxieties, strangely coinciding with 

what is happening on the screen where a complex story unfolds. The audience, thus, are 

mentally propelled inside the cinema hall and get immersed into a web of narratives, both on 

and off the screen. 

Stylistically a film noir set in the mid-West, the action on the miniature screen offers 

almost stereotypical motifs and characters, such as a gunshot, a ringing telephone, a dancing 

woman and a cowboy, all aiming to increase the suspense. The title, referring to a lake in 

Canada, may represent both, the name of the movie that plays on the tiny screen and the 

events that unfold in the model auditorium. As the artists, concerned with the structures of 

narrative, combine numerous plots that develop simultaneously, the installation's literary 

and cinematic allusions explore people's attitudes towards their own bodies, each other, their 

environment and their memories constructing various cultural myths. 

What particularly helps the authors to create this complex structure is playing with 

the scale, on the one hand, and using high quality audio technology, on the other. The old- 

time movie palace of the artists' youth feels normal, because the viewer, just like Alice in 

Wonderland, turns out just the right size to enjoy the film. Importantly, Muriel Lake Incident 

relates to both cinema and architecture in its re-creation of the familiar space of a movie 

theatre. As for the technical side of the work, Cardiff and Miller have become acclaimed for 

their use of "digital recording technology and the production of `layered-sound' through a 

self-originated binaural technique. " [Tate, 2003] This recording method creates a disjunction 

between the `real' world and the imaginary scenario into which the artists draw their 

audience. Playing with the viewing conventions by means of situating the dramatic scenarios 

on and off screen in real time and space, the artists generate a disturbing synchronicity 
between art and life. As a result, the installation turns the very public experience of being in 

a cinema into a personal one, as the entire effect is created in the mind of the viewer. 
To summarize this attempt of classifying the video installations based on and related 

to the cinema, one can claim that in all of the three suggested models the projected image 

has a clear dominance. However, there also exists a wide range of multimedia installations 

that include the projected image, but where it is only one element among many others in the 
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overall structure of the work. It is also quite important that the `cinema-inspired' video 

installations analyzed above are predominantly created by artists who come from a cinematic 

background, i. e. have been originally involved in filmmaking, but are willing to go beyond 

the limits of their established medium. Quite a different result is achieved by artists coming 

from fine arts backgrounds, who aim to experiment with various media and different forms 

of museum art, as well as the exhibition space in its totality, rather than predominantly with 

the projected image in an unusual setting. 

3.4.2. `Gallery-inspired' Models of Spatial Organization 

There can be suggested a terminological difference between video installations 

proper, on the one hand, and more complex sculptural structures activating the whole space 

of the gallery, on the other. While in the former the projected image either acts almost 

entirely on its own or dominates everything else, as in the three models considered above, 

the latter are probably the only ones to be rightly referred to as multimedia video 

installations. This term should also help to differentiate them from non-projective 

multimedia installations that can contain no moving images, but are still composed of 

various other media. 

Multimedia video installations are extremely difficult and, probably, almost 
impossible to classify within any. definite structural categories, since Bellour's statement 

about every video installation offering its unique dispositif applies even more to works that 

treat the projected image as only one of their numerous elements. Thus, for example, the 

Belgian artist Michel Francois's installation entitled Salon intermediaire (La Salle d'attente) 

(Intermediate Hall (Waiting-Room)) (1992-2001) demonstrates monitors inserted on the 

shelves among other eye-distracting elements supposedly meant to entertain the travelers 

waiting for their journey to start. 

The title itself presents a verbal play, as the term ̀ intermediaire' ('intermediary'! 'go- 

in-between') evokes the ̀ inter-' or `multi-media' structure of the work, on the one hand, and 

accentuates the `in-between-ness' of its artistic space, on the other. The images in the 

monitors develop this idea further, as they show peaceful landscapes and other neutral 

settings, simultaneously suggesting various destinations of the travelers' journeys and 

putting them into a relaxed state of mind. Overall the installation embodies a constant fluid 

transition between the natural and the artificial, the palpable and the transparent, the 
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imaginary artistic space of the work and its real physical structure, the internal state of 

human mind and the external world surrounding the viewers. 

Another example of projected images being only part of a far more complex artistic 

structure can be found in Nam June Paik's TV Garden (1974), where the artist combines a 

huge number of live plants with dozens of single channel video monitors inserted amongst 

them. The TV-sets show various scenes accompanied by all types of bizarre sounds. 
Altogether this installation produces an extremely `surrealist' collage of technology and 

nature, where everything is dubious and contradictory in its essence. The supposedly ̀live' 

and tactile green plants are actually immobile, whereas the artificial and elusive images in 

the monitors demonstrate extreme mobility of an animated being. 

A similar approach is taken by Aiyoung Yun: entering her Secret Garden (2001) the 

visitors find themselves in a dark room with a three-metres high artificial tree in the centre. 
Instead of being covered with leaves, the tree is full of white artificial flowers. A bizarre 

`black' light comes down from neon bulbs hung from the ceiling of the room. In addition to 

the flowers, the tree bears square veils fixed to its branches and serving as screens for a 

video projection of the nude artist floating in space. The veils being transparent, the moving 
images also reflect on the wall behind the tree, thus multiplying the projections. 

By including her own projected image into the structure of her works, Aiyoung Yun 

continues the tradition of autofilmage, typical of experimental filmmakers throughout the 

20th century. In an attempt to comprehend and explore one's self, i. e. a micro-universe, these 

artists strive for a wider understanding of the world, i. e. the ultimate macro-universe. From a 

certain viewpoint, Aiyoung Yun's approach largely echoes the one taken by the surrealists. 
Her video self-portrait symbolizes the opposition between the ̀ real' and the ̀ imaginary', the 

division of the self into a commonly visible and palpable physical person, on the one hand, 

and the one that exists only in her own dreams, on the other. 
Notably, a nude female body is one of the most frequent surrealist images. It would 

not be an exaggeration to claim that many surrealist artists were literally obsessed with it. 

Appearing in such films as Artaud's and Dulac's La Coquille et le Clergyman, Bunuel's and 
Dali's Un Chien andalou and L'Äge d'or, the image was powerfully expressed by Breton in 

his surrealist story Nadja. There the leader of the movement mentions his obsessive dream 

of "meeting a beautiful naked woman in the woods by night" 2 [Breton, 1988: 668] The 

video image of a nude female artist projected on the improvised foliage of the tree in 

Aiyoung Yun's Secret Garden strangely brings around a realization of Breton's dream. 
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As the viewers penetrate into a dark room, it is not only the magic video-tree that 

their attention is drawn to. The soil of the "secret garden" is sprinkled with white flowers, 

among which curvy paths whirl. Walking along these paths the visitors discover in the 

turnings more video images, since representations of the artist's dreams are projected on 

small half-spheres placed between the flowers and sometimes even on the flowers 

themselves. 
Thus, one of such tiny compositions reveals a projection of human eyes on the petals 

of a flower, creating another strong surrealist allusion to Breton's Nadja. The mad heroine of 

Breton's story had a habit of drawing various troubling images, including those she saw in 

her dreams. One of these drawings that she called the "flower of lovers"3 represents two 

pairs of human eyes put across each other, so that they form a flower with eyes instead of 

petals. [Breton, 1988: 719] In the surrealist context the image can be interpreted as the 

unification of the male and the female looks, representing the rational and the irrational side 

of the universe respectively, merged together in the ultimate surrealist point by the power of 

love. Aiyoung Yun's installation clearly maintains the same opposition between the rational 

and the irrational, with the `eye-flower' projection suggesting the unification of the two 

visions - one concentrated on the `real' and another turned towards the `imaginary'. 

In a different turning of the path there is a small projection placed between the 

flowers that shows a travelling wayfarer who, in accordance with Aiyoung Yun's perception 

of the world, symbolizes the eternal journey of the human soul. As it has already been 

mentioned, the theme of people wandering through life without knowing the length or 

direction of their pilgrimage is a very persistent one in Aiyoung Yun's art. Nude human 

figures have already walked inside her Time Cube (1998) and in the Intersection (2000), 

crawled along the hard and cold stone in the Trace (1998-1999), floated over the sights of 

Paris by night in the Abyss (2000) and appeared in almost every other work created by the 

artist. According to Aiyoung Yun, in our lives we all wander through time and space, 

troubled by non-definable dreams and memories. 

The latter are recreated in the Secret Garden by means of transparent video 

sequences, lasers, three-dimensional images and ̀ strange' sounds. The borders between the 

`real' world represented by physical objects, on the one hand, and the `dreams' emerging 
from elusive projections and sounds, on the other, become increasingly blurred, imposing on 
the viewers a complex artistic experience questioning their own place in the world. In a way, 
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the Secret Garden becomes a space of confrontation and unification of the conscious and the 

unconscious. 

There is no succession of day and night there: the black light rhythmically dispensed 

by flashes of video projections equally illuminates the entire space. Although the room is 

filled with material objects, the installation is equally a dream created by transparent video 

images and elusive sounds evoking the noise of the trees in the wind and that of running 

water. As the flowers and the tree images bring us `down to earth', while the water and wind 

sounds symbolize the `eternal', the work on the whole seems to continue Breton's search for 

the ultimate surrealist point where the opposites meet. 

Just as the surrealist legacies persistently reappear in video installation art, so does 

the artistic heritage of Dada. Apart from the already considered works by Pierrick Sorin, a 

number of video installation artists all over the world seem to be using the Dada absurdity 

and aggressive challenge to the audience in their reshaping of the traditional gallery space 

with the help of the moving image. Among other things, these works tend to create parallels 

to Dada performances, as they exploit a striking quantity of various media and artistic 

languages actively competing for the viewer's attention at any moment of time. 

Thus, the already quoted puppet installations of the American artist Tony Oursler, in 

particular his earlier series, such as, for example, System for Dramatic Feedback (1994) and 

We have No Free Will (1995), are undoubtedly very theatrical and very much Dada-inspired 

in their attempt to interact with the viewer. Serving as screens for the head images, the 

dummies seem to be talking directly to the audience, as an individual taped script written by 

the artist is repeatedly played for each of them. Thus, from across the room a male face 

constantly shouts "Hey, you! ", while an angry woman trapped under a mattress keeps 

inquiring "What are you looking at? " and another male face put in a glass jar like a 

laboratory specimen moans "I can't tell whether I'm alive or dead". Interestingly, the last 

image creates a strong allusion to the head-in-the-jar episode in Artaud's and Dulac's La 

Coquille et le Clergyman. On the whole, with every character in the room playing his or her 

own drama, Tony Oursler's work literally commands attention from the viewers, making 

them quite uneasy in the presence of frighteningly `real' puppets, whose assaulting tone is 

intensified by the high volume of the sound. 

Later works in the same series by Oursler, such as Eyes (1996), Eye in the Sky 

(1997), Cones vs Rodes (2000) and so on, represent figures reduced to single eye close-up 

shots in brief video loops. Visually simplified, verbally less assertive, these video-sculptures 
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are more of a metaphor than of a direct assault on the viewer. Thus, the figures in the Eyes 

(1996) participate in a three-dimensional collage of distinct activated spaces, being supplied 

with their own pools of projected light creating and usually deriving from the face. The 

colour video images, representing eyes that contain a flickering reflection of what the sitter 

was looking at when filmed, are projected onto large, hollow, white-painted fiberglass 

globes, with some bizarre noise coming from a variety of accompanying taped soundtracks. 

In most cases, the object of the filmed person's attention was video or film in one 

form or another, such as a television show, a prom movie or a video game. In fact, each 

sphere can also be considered a separately conceived and individually titled piece, with some 

of the performers more involved into the process of viewing than others and, consequently, 

producing more animated visual responses. Thus, one eye skitters around frenetically as the 

woman to whom it belongs follows the game in front of her, while another poorly lighted 

eye alternately squints and widens as the look of its owner switches from one adrenalin- 

raising TV news report of violence to another. 

Belonging to the generation that grew up with television, Tony Oursler is keenly 

aware of the way this medium shapes our perception of the world. As a reviewer of his New 

York exhibition, H. Cotter, remarks, speaking of the people whose eyes were filmed for the 

installation, "whether the subject of their looks is an evening newscast or a movie about 

psychosis, fact and fiction blur. " [Cotter, 1996] It is also impossible to tell, whether the 

psychological reactions reflected in the filmed eyes are genuine, or belong to well-trained 

actors. This uncertainty becomes even more profound and complex once the installation is 

exhibited: while the filmed people were looking at something, their eyes were the subjects of 

the look, whereas, with the audience now watching the video projections, the earlier filmed 

eyes become the object of another look. 

Clearly, the eye motif and the interchangeability between the subject and the object 

of the look are very persistent in Oursler's art, evoking the very essence of the 1920s 

Parisian experimental cinema that treated both concepts as the basis for its artistic challenge 

to the audience. Not only the various images in all of the films analyzed in this thesis 

produce the effect of eyes looking at the spectators, confusing them about their position 

regarding the artwork, but they also underline the elusive nature of the human visual 

apparatus. 
Thus, the sequences juxtaposing Kiki's real and painted eyes rhythmically flickering 

on the screen in Ballet mecanique make it almost impossible to distinguish between the 
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`live' and `fake' eyes. Besides, they present Kiki as a sort of a doll, which parallels Oursler's 

video sculptures imitating the very human nature, first and foremost, by means of eye 

images. However, in the latter case, the dolls are actually three-dimensional and can be 

touched, as well as looked at, with the sound accompaniment making them all the more 

`real'. 

This is basically the main difference between the 1920s cinematic experiment in 

Paris and the art of multimedia video installations. Watching the avant-garde films in the 

1920s the audience could not be certain about the screen functioning as the distinct border 

between their immediate space and the artistic space of the film. With video installations this 

incertitude has reached its peak, as the two spaces have practically merged in one. This 

effect is achieved largely by means of three-dimensional montage combining all sorts of 

media and dispositifs, the more so as the combination appears to be unique in every separate 

work, unwilling to submit to any preconceived interpretative approaches. 

1 le cinema seul 
2 rencontrer la nuit, dans un bois, une femme belle et nue 
3 la Fleur des amants 
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Conclusion 

Summing up the argument of this thesis, one can claim that the 1920s experimental 

cinema in Paris had an artistic potential largely overlooked by the further development of 

traditional narrative cinema, on the one hand, and `revived' in multimedia video installations 

towards the end of the 20`' century, on the other. 

The numerous visual experiments carried out by the 1920s Parisian filmmakers 

challenged the audience's perception of the works by questioning the role of the screen as 

the border between the space of the spectator and that of the art work. Supported by new 

media and the gradual incorporation of the cinema into the gallery space, the art of video 

installations took this challenge further at the end of the 20a' century. This appears to be a 

logical continuation of an artistic search, which, put in Malcolm Le Grice's words, had to do 

with "the European interpretation of the concept of Expanded -Cinema [... ] largely 

characterized by a concern to bring the cinematic experience consciously into the space of 

the spectator through performed action and installation. " [Le'Grite; 2001: 319] 

This thesis, however, argues that already in the 1920s a number of Parisian 

experimental films contained crucial characteristics allowing such a `breakthrough' into the 

space of the viewers. Thus, undermining the traditional notions of time and space, as well as 

questioning the concept of screen as the border between `realities', the early experimental 

cinema in Paris, just like the state-of the-art -video installations, seemingly resists 

contextualizing within a definite artistic or critical frame. 

Another point in common between the two phenomena is technology and the role it 

plays in the creative process: the early 20th century fascination with the `machine' has been 

brought to a qualitatively new level by the unlimited possibilities of computerized images 

nowadays. Although the end of the 20`h century is far more flexible as to what can be called 

`art' (largely due to the continuous effort of such 20th century experimentalists as Marcel 

Duchamp, whose work is partly analyzed in this thesis), there are still obstacles (such as the 

absence of critical apparatus, the uncertainty of the venue, etc. ) on the way of recognition of 

video installations as an art form in its own right. This largely evokes the difficulty 

photography and the early cinema had in being recognized as `art' at the dawn of technical 

arts, as shown in the first part of this thesis. 

Another line of development traced from the early experimental cinema in Paris to 

contemporary video installations appears to be their material base that reveals, in both cases, 
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a combination of various earlier established media in a qualitatively new dispositif. Thus, as 

shown in this thesis, the 1920s experimental cinema is Paris was largely made by people 

with either fine arts or literary background, who saw cinema as a combination of fine arts 

and photographical representation, on the one hand, and the linear development of literature, 

on the other. With multimedia video installations, one comes across elements of painting, 

sculpture, photography, architecture, literature, cinema, video and so on, all put together and 

reinforced by new media technology. 

Moreover, the fragmentary nature of both art forms in itself speaks for the close link 

between them. Thus, the Technical Revolution and the First World War inspired the early 

20`h century artists to think of the world around them as an all-inclusive mass of fragments 

moving at an ever increasing speed. Understandably, collage became an artistic genre 

promoted by various avant-garde movements thriving in Paris at the time, while cinema 

allowed them to add movement to their experiment. At the end of the 20th century, the 

technological progress `updated' the collage model to the computer database, which seems 

to be the essence of most artistic forms nowadays, multimedia video installations serving as 

a vivid example of it. In purely cinematic terms, one can claim that, with multimedia video 
installations, the two-dimensional montage in film has been upgraded to a `montage in three- 

dimensions'. 

Being complex mixtures of media and expressing, thus, complex meanings, both 

artistic phenomena reveal an active "interest in Lacanian psychoanalysis and semiotics, 

emphasizing a certain intimacy between language and image, the self and the other, whether 

real or imagined", as well as general "intellectual explorations of language, sound, and 
image. " [Rush, 1999: 104] Both, the early 20th century cinema and video installations, are 
based on intertextuality, combining elements of different arts, epochs, cultures, etc., and 
intermediality, creating a multi-sensory appeal to the whole of the viewer's body. With video 
installations, this can be further complicated by interactivity in certain works, allowing the 

meaning to be born literally `between' the images, the artist and the viewer. However, one 

can claim that, to an extent, interactivity was already attempted by the 1920s experimental 
filmmakers in Paris, as they challenged their audience by optical effects and open 

aggressions coming from behind the screen and seemingly intruding into the spectators' 

space. 

Without doubt, both artistic phenomena analyzed in this thesis reflect the existential 
and aesthetic concerns of their respective modernist and post-modernist epochs. Both evoke 
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a loss, or serious distrust, of commonly accepted life and art values, general skepticism, 

absence of faith and, at times, aggression towards religion and `morality'. This leads to an 

abundance of irony and parody of both the values themselves and traditional artistic forms 

and discourses illustrating them. Technically, this is often rendered through rhythm and 

`meaningless' repetitions. In Lev Manovich's opinion, "all nineteenth-century pro-cinematic 

devices were based on short loops", as opposed to narrative cinema which "avoids 

repetitions". [Manovich, 2001: 316] The 1920s Parisian experimental films inherit some of 

the early cinema attitude, while specialists in video installations name `repetition' as one of 

the "three large zones of researchi', the other two being "narcissism"2 and "documentary 

values that the images and the videographic dispositif can express" 3 [Parfait, 2001: 25] 

Significantly, autofilmage (or narcissism) and documentary filming, reinforced by 

the purposeful absence of professional actors was typical of the 1920s experimental cinema 
in Paris as well. At the very wake of cinema, "until 1906, actuality films outnumbered 
fictional films" [Gunning, 1990], while the 1920s Parisian avant-garde was striving to reach 

the ultimate `reality' effect in art, as seen in the surrealists' love for photography among 

other things. At that time, as well as at the end of the 20`h century in the art of video 
installations, self- and documentary filming seems to search for the `true' meaning of the 

artist's self (i. e. the microcosm), further leading to the revelation of life's essence (i. e. the 

macrocosm). Although interpreted from different aesthetic perspectives (cubist, Dada, 

surrealist etc. in the 1920s and largely post-modernist at the end of the 20th century), the 

search for identity remains a uniting characteristic of the two phenomena in question, 

accounting for the active use of autofilmage and documentary techniques in them. 

This also underlies the dominance of human body images in the 1920s experimental 
Parisian cinema and video installations. With a particular stress on the eye image, evoking a 

number of associations (camera-eye, border between the inner and outer world, different 

types of vision etc. ), human body often becomes a `language' with a vast majority of 
`meanings'. The plasticity of the human body seems to correlate to the fluid nature of the 

medium, be it film or video. At the same time, the documentary appeal allows the artists in 
both epochs to communicate with the ̀ real' in `present time'. 

Video artists have managed to "invent a temporality and a spatiality inherent in 

plastic arts by a complex dispositif of projections (loops of film and fixed images) and by a 

multiple sound diffusion". [Klonaris, 2001: 394] However, already in the 1920s Paris, 

experimental cinema revealed itself as an art developing "in an intermediate place, between 
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the official cinema and plastic arts [... ], in a no place, [... ] otherwise put in a utopian 

space". 5 [Klonaris, 2001: 394] `Cross-breeds' between cinema, on the one hand, and `optical 

experiment' (Duchamp), photography (Man Ray), painting (Leger, Dali) etc., on the other, 

these films challenged the audience's perception of art and life through various assaults on 

the eye, absorbing rotational and other movement, slow motion and speed-ups, use of 

smoke, water and other elements whose material base resembled that of film and so on. 

Whether following the model of cubist/Dada collages, with their juxtapositions of 

elements, or the surrealist `dream' model, the early 1920s films analyzed in this thesis did 

not `tell stories', which the audience could follow in the safety of the dark cinema hall and 

with which they could identify, but sought to penetrate deep into the subconscious of the 

spectators, to the point of making them physically uncomfortable. Largely due to the 

dominance of `talkies' based on realistic representation and narrative, the challenge to 

spectatorship in the 1920s Parisian experimental cinema did not receive an appropriate 

continuation until much later. With further technological progress and the arrival of new 

media, the `art of the moving image' could finally give birth to a qualitatively new art form 

of multimedia video installations, which presents a valid alternative to the narrative structure 

and the concept of `reality', re-evaluating borders between art and life. 

I trois grandes zones de recherches 
2 

narcissisme 
3 valeurs documentaries que les images et le dispositif videographique peuvent exprimer 
4 inventer une temporalite et une spatialit6 propres aux arts plastiques par un dispositif complexe de projections 
(boucles de films et images fixes) et par une multiple diffusion sonore 

dans un lieu intermediaire, entre le cinema officiel et les arts plastiques [... ], dans un non-lieu, [... ] autrement 
dit dans un espace utopfque 
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