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PHOTOGRAPH AND SCREEN

Stanley Cavell’s major interests center on the intersection of the analytical
tradition (especially the work of Wittgenstein and Austin) with moments of
the continental tradition (Nietzsche and Wittgenstein); with American phi-
losophy (Emerson and Thoreau); with the arts (Shakespeare, film and opera);
and with psychoanalysis. His first book on film, The World Viewed:
Reflections on the Ontology of Film (1971), from which the following excerpts
are taken, earned him an important place in the tradition of realist film the-
orists. His work takes a personal approach to understanding film, often draw-
ing on his own experience and viewing habits. His other works on film include
Pursuits of Happiness: The Hollywood Comedy of Remarriage (1988),
Contesting Tears: The Hollywood Melodrama of the Unknown Woman
(1996), and the collection, Cavell on Film (2005).

Let us notice the specific sense in which photographs are of the world, of reality
as a whole. You can always ask, pointing to an object in a photograph—a building,
say—what lies behind it, totally obscured by it. This only accidentally makes sense
when asked of an object in a painting. You can always ask, of an area photographed,
what lies adjacent to that area, beyond the frame. This generally makes no sense
asked of a painting. You can ask these questions of objects in photographs because
they have answers in reality. The world of a painting is not continuous with the
world of its frame; at its frame, a world finds its limits. We might say: A painting
is a world; a photograph is of the world. What happens in a photograph is that i
comes to an end. A photograph is cropped, not necessarily by a paper cutter or by
masking but by the camera itself. The camera crops it by predetermining the amount
of view it will accept; cutting, masking, enlarging, predetermine the amount after
the fact. (Something like this phenomenon shows up in recent painting. In this
respect, these paintings have found, at the extremest negation of the photographic,
media that achieve the condition of photographs.) The camera, being finite, crops a
portion from an indefinitely larger field; continuous portions of that field could be
included in the photograph in fact taken; in principle, it could all be taken. Hence
objects in photographs that run past the edge do not feel cut; they are aimed at, shot,
stopped live. When a photograph is cropped, the rest of the world is cut our. The
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implied presence of the rest of the world, and its explicit rejection, are as essential
in the experience of a photograph as what it explicitly presents. A camera is an
opening in a box: that is the best emblem of the fact that a camera holding on an
object is holding the rest of the world away. The camera has been praised for extend-
ing the senses; it may, as the world goes, deserve more praise for confining them,
leaving room for thought.

The world of 2 moving picture is screened. The screen is not a support, not like
a canvas, there is nothing to support, that way. It holds a projection, as light as light.
A screen is a barrier. What does the silver screen screen? It screens me from the
world it holds—that is, makes me invisible. And it screens that world from me—
that is, screens its existence from me. That the projected world does not exist (now)
is its only difference from reality. (There is no feature, or set of features, in which
it differs. Existence is not a predicate.) Because it is the field of a photograph, the
screen has no frame; that is to say, no border. Its limits are not so much the edges
of a given shape as they are the limitations, or capacity, of a container. The screen
is a frame; the frame is the whole field of the screen—as a frame of film is the
whole field of a photograph, like the framer of a loom or a house. In this sense, the
screen-frame is a mold, or form.

The fact that in moving pictures successive film frames are fit flush into the fixed
screen frame results in a phenomenological frame that is indefinitely extendible and
contractible, limited in the smallness of the object it can grasp only by the state of
its technology, and in largeness only by the span of the world. Drawing the camera
back, and panning it, are two ways of extending the frame; a close-up is of a part of
the body, or of one object or small set of objects, supported by and reverberating the
whole frame of nature. The altering frame is the image of perfect attention. Early in
its history the cinema discovered the possibility of calling attention to persons and
parts of persons and objects; but it is equally a possibility of the medium not to call
attention to them but, rather, to let the world happen, to let its parts draw attention
to themselves according to their natural weight. This possibility is less explored than
its opposite, Dreyer, Flaherty, Vigo, Renoir, and Antonioni are masters of it.

AUDIENCE, ACTOR, AND STAR

The depth of the automatism of photography is to be read not alone in its mechan-
ical production of an image of reality, but in its mechanical defeat of our presence
to that reality. The audience in a theater can be defined as those to whom the actors
are present while they are not present to the actors. But movies allow the audience
to be mechanically absent. The fact that T am invisible and inaudible to the actors,
and fixed in position, no longer needs accounting for; it is not part of a convention
I have to comply with; the proceedings do not have to make good the fact that I do
nothing in the face of tragedy, or that I laugh at the follies of others. In viewing a
movie my helplessness is mechanically assured: I am present not at something hap-
pening, which I must confirm, but at something that has happened, which I absorb
(like a memory). In this, movies resemble novels, a fact mirrored in the sound of
narration itseif, whose tense is the past.
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It might be said: “But surely there is the obvious difference between a movie
house and a theater that is not recorded by what has so far been said and that out-
weighs all this fiddle of differences. The obvious difference is that in a theater we
are in the presence of an actor, in a movie house we are not. You have said that in
both places the actor is in our presence and in neither are we in his, the difference
lying in the mode of our absence. But there is also the plain fact that in a theater a
real man is there, and in a movie no real man is there. That is obviously essential
to the differences between our responses to a play and to a film.” What that means
must not be denied; but the fact remains to be understood. Bazin meets it head on
by simply denying that “the screen is incapable of putting us ‘in the presence of’
the actor”; it, so to speak, relays his presence to us, as by mirrors. Bazin’s idea here
really fits the facts of live television, in which the thing we are presented with is
happening simultaneously with its presentation. But in live television, what is pres-
ent to us while it is happening is not the world, but an event standing out from the
world. Its point is not to reveal, but to cover (as with a gun), to keep something on
view.

It is an incontestable fact that in a motion picture no live human being is up there.
But a human something is, and something unlike anything else we know. We can
stick to our plain description of that human something as “in our presence while we
are not in his” (present at him, because looking at him, but not present to him) and
still account for the difference between his live presence and his photographed pres-
ence to us. We need to consider what is present or, rather, since the topic is the
human being, who is present.

One’s first impulse may be to say that in a play the character is present, whereas
in a film the actor is. That sounds phony or false: one wants to say that both are
present in both. But there is more to it, ontologically more. Here I think of a fine
passage of Panofsky’s:

Othello or Nora are definite, substantial figures created by the playwright. They can be
. played well or badly, and they can be “interpreted” in one way or another; but they
most definitely exist, no matter who plays them or even whether they are played at all.
: The character in a film, however, lives and dies with the actor. It is not the entity
| “Othello” interpreted by Robeson or the entity “Nora” interpreted by Duse, it is the
i entity “Greta Garbo” incamate in a figure called Anna Christie or the entity “Robert
| Montgomery™ incarnate in a murderer who, for all we know or care to know, may for-
+_ever remain anonymous but will never cease to haunt our memories. ’

LN

If the character lives and dies with the actor, that ought to mean that the actor lives
and dies with the character. I think that is correct, but it needs clarification. Let us
develop it slightly.

For the stage, an actor works himself into a role; for the screen, a performer takes
the role onto himself. The stage actor explores his potentialities and the possibili-
ties of his role simultaneously; in performance these meet at a point in spiritual
space—the better the performance, the deeper the point. In this respect, a role in a
play is like a position in a game, say, third base: various people can play it, but the
great third baseman is a man who has accepted and trained his skills and instincts
most perfectly and matches them most intimately with his discoveries of the possi-
bilities and necessities of third base. The screen performer explores his role like an
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attic and takes stock of his physical and temperamental endowment; he lends his
being to the role and accepts only what fits; the rest is nonexistent. On the stage
there are two beings, and the being of the character assaults the being of the actor;
the actor survives only by yielding. A screen performance requires not so much
training as planning. Of course, both the actor and the performer require, or can
make use of, experience. The actor’s role is his subject for study, and there is no
end to it. But the screen performer is essentially not an actor at all: he is the sub-
ject of study,’ \and a study not. ms ow:) (That is what the content of a photograph
is—its subject.) On a screen the study is pro_]ecledr on a stage the actor is the pro-

jector. An exemplary stage performance is one which, for a time, most fully creates

a character. After Paul Scofield's performance in King Lear, we know who King

Lear is, we have seen him in the flesh. An exemplary screen performance is one in

which, at a time, a star is born. After The Maltese Falcon we know a new star, only
distantly a person. “Bogart” means “the figure created in a given set of films.” His
presence in those films is who he is, not merely in the sense in which a photograph
of an event is that event; but in the sense that if those films did not exist, Bogart
would not exist, the name “Bogart” would not mean what it does. The figure it
names is not only in our presence, we are in his, in the only sense we could ever
be. That is all the “presence” he has.

But it is complicated. A full development of all this would require us to place such
facts as these: Humphrey Bogart was a man, and he appeared in movies both before
and after the ones that created “Bogart.” Some of them did not create a new star (say,
the stable groom in Dark Victory), some of them defined stars—anyway meteors—
that may be incompatible with Bogart (e.g., Duke Mantee and Fred C. Dobbs) but that
are related to that figure and may enter into our later experience of it. And Humphrey
Bogart was both an accomplished actor and a vivid subject for a camera. Some peo-
ple are, just as some people are both good pitchers and good hitters; but there are so
few that it is surprising that the word “actor” keeps on being used in place of the
more beautiful and more accurate word “star”; the stars are only to gaze at, after the
fact, and their actions divine our projects. Finally, we must note the sense in which
the creation of a (screen) performer is also the creation of a character—not the kind
of character an author creates, but the kind that certain real people are: a type.

TYPES; CYCLES AS GENRES

Our attention turns from the physical medium of cinema in general to the spe-
cific forms or genres the medium has taken in the course of its history.

Both Panofsky and Bazin begin at the beginning, noting and approving that early
movies adapt popular or folk arts and themes and performers and characters: farce,
melodrama, circus, music hall, romance, etc. And both are gratifyingly contemptu-
ous of intellectuals who could not come to terms with those facts of life. (Such intel-
lectuals are the alter egos of the film promoters they so heartily despise. Roxy once
advertised a movie as “Art, in every sense of the word”; his better half declaims,
“This is not art, in any sense of the word.”) Our question is, why did such forms
and themes and characters lend themselves to film? Bazin, in what I have read of
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him, is silent on the subject, except to express gratitude to film for revivifying these
ancient forms, and to justify in general the legitimacy of adaptation from one art to
another. Arnold Hauser, if I understand him, suggests wrong answers, in a passage
that includes the remark “Only a young art can be popular,” a remark that not only
is in itself baffling (did Verdi and Dickens and Shakespeare and Chaplin and Frank
Loesser work in young arts?) but suggests that it was only natural for the movies
to pick up the forms they did. It was natural—anyway it happened fast enough—
but not because movies were destined to popularity (they were at first no more pop-
ular than other forms of entertainment). In any case, popular arts are likely to pick
up the forms and themes of high art for their material—popular theater naturally
burlesques. And it means next to nothing to say that movies are young, because we
do not know what the normal life span of an art is supposed to be, nor what would
count as a unit of measure. Panofsky raises the question of the appropriateness of
these original forms, but his answer is misleading.

The legitmate paths of evolution [for the film] were opened, not by running away from
the folk art character of the primitive film but by developing it within the limits of its
own possibilities. Those primordial archetypes of film productions on the folk art level—
success or retribution, sentiment, sensation, pomography and crude humor—could blos-
% som forth into genuine history, tragedy and romance, crime and adventure, and comedy,
as soon as it was realized that they could be tramﬁgured—not by an artifical injection

_ of literary values but by the exploitation of the unique and specific possibilities of the
\new medium.

The instinct here is sound, but the region is full of traps. What are “the unique and
specific possibilities of the new medium”? Panofsky defines them as dynamization
of space and spatialization of time—that is, in a movie things move, and you can
be moved instantaneously from anywhere to anywhere, and you can witness suc-
cessively events happening at the same time. He speaks of these properties as “self-
evident to the point of triviality” and, because of that, “easily forgotten or
neglected.” One hardly disputes this, or its importance. But we still do not under-
stand what makes these properties “the possibilities of the medium.” I am not now
asking how one would know that these are the unique and specific possibilities
(though T will soon get back to that); I am asking what it means to call them pos-
sibilities at all.

Why, for example, didn’t the medium begin and remain in the condition of home
movies, one shot just physically tacked on to another, cut and edited simply accord-
ing to subject? (Newsreels essentially did, and they are nevertheless valuable, enough
so to have justified the invention of moving pictures.) The answer seems obvious:
narrative movies emerged because someone “saw the possibilities” of the medium—
cutting and editing and taking shots at different distances from the subject. But again,
these are mere actualities of film mechanics: every home movie and newsreel con-
tains them. We could say: to make them “possibilities of the medium” is to realize
what will give them significance—for example, the narrative and physical rhythms
of melodrama, farce, American comedy of the 1930s. It is not as if filmmakers saw
these possibilities and then looked for something to apply them to. It is truer to say
that someone with the wish to make a movie saw that certain established forms
would give point to certain properties of film.
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This perhaps sounds like quibbling, but what it means is that the aesthetic
possxbllmes of a medium are not givens. You can no more tell what will give sig-
nificance fo the u unique “and specific aesthetic possibilities of projecting photographic
images by thinking about them or seeing some, than you can tell what will give sig-
nificance to the possibilities of paint by thinking about paint or by looking some
over. You have to think about painting, and paintings; you have to think about
motion pictures. What does this “thinking about them” consist in? Whatever the
useful criticism of an art consists in. (Painters before Jackson Pollock had dripped
paint, even deliberately. Pollock made dripping into a medium of painting.) I feel

like saying: The first successful movies—i.e., the first moving pictures accepted as
motion Excmres—were not apphcauons of a medium that was defined by given

possibilities, but the creation of a medium by tl their giving significance to §p_egnﬁc
MS ‘Only the art itself can n discover its possxbllmes and the discovery of a
new possibility is the discovery of a new medium. A medium is something through
which or by means of which something specific gets done or said in particular ways.
It provides, one might say, particular ways to get through to someone, to make sense;
in art, they are forms, like forms of speech. To discover ways of making sense is
always a matter of the relation of an artist to his art, each discovering the other.
Panofsky uncharacteristically skips a step when he describes the early silent films
as an “unknown language . . . forced upon a public not yet capable of reading it.”
His notion is (with good reason, writing when he did) of a few industrialists forcing
their productions upon an addicted multitude. But from the beginning the language
was not “unknown”; it was known to its creators, those who found themselves speak-
ing it; and in the beginning there was no “public™in_qt question; there were just some
(.unoue peoplv There soon was a public, but that just proves how easy the thing was
to know. If we are to say that there was an “unknown” something, it was less like a
language than like a fact—in particular, the fact that something is intelligible. So
while it may be tue, as Panofsky says, that “for a Saxon peasant of around 800 it
was not easy to understand the meaning of a picture showing a man as he pours water
over the head of another man,” this has nothing special to do with the problems of
a moviegoer. The meaning of that act of pouring in certain communities is still not
easy to understand; it was and is impossible to understand for anyone to whom the
practice of baptism is unknown. Why did Panofsky suppose that comparable under-
standing is essential, or uniquely important, to the reading of movies? Apparently he
needed an explanation for the persistence in movies of “fixed iconography”—*"the
well-remembered types of the Vamp and the Straight Girl . . . the Family Man, and
the Villain,” characters whose conduct was “predetermined accordingly”—an expla-
nation for the persistence of an obviously primitive or folkloristic element in a rapidly
developing medium. For he goes on, otherwise inexplicably, to say that “devices like
these became gradually less necessary as the public grew accustomed to interpret the
action by itself and were virtually abolished by the invention of the talking film.” In
fact such devices persist as long as there are still Westerns and gangster films and
comedies and musicals and romances. Which specific iconography the Villain is given
will alter with the times, but that his iconography remains specific (i.e., operates
according to a “fixed attitude and attribute” principle) seems undeniable: if Jack
Palance in Shane is not a Villain, no honest home was ever in danger. Films have
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changed, but that is not because we don’t need such explanations any longer; it is
because we can’t accept them.

These facts are accounted for by the actualities of the film medium itself: types
are exactly what carry the forms movies have relied upon. These media created new
types, or combinations and ironic reversals of types; but there they were, and stayed.
Does this mean that movies can never create individuals, only types? What it means
is that this is the movies’ way of creating individuals: they create individualities.
For what makes someone a type is not his similarity with other members of that
type but his striking separateness from other people.

Until recently, types of black human beings were not created in film: black peo-
ple were stereotypes—mammies, shiftless servants, loyal retainers, entertainers. We
were not given, and were not in a position to be given, individualities that projected
particular ways of inhabiting a social role; we recognized only the role. Occasionally
the humanity behind the role would manifest itself; and the result was a revelation
not of a human individuality, but of an entire realm of humanity becoming visible.
When in Gone With the Wind Vivien Leigh, having counted on Butterfly McQueen’s
professed knowledge of midwifery, and finding her as ignorant as herself, slaps her
in rage and terror, the moment can stun us with a question: What was the white girl
assuming about blackness when she believed the casual claim of a black girl, younger
and duller and more ignorant than herself, to know all about the mysteries of child-
birth? The assumption, though apparently complimentary, is dehumanizing—with
such creatures knowledge of the body comes from nowhere, and in general they are
to be trusted absolutely or not at all, like lions in a cage, with whom you either do
or do not know how to deal. After the slap, we are left with two young girls equally
frightened in a humanly desperate situation, one limited by a distraction which
expects and forgets that it is to be bullied, the other by an energetic resourcefulness
which knows only how to bully. At the end of Michael Curtiz® Breaking Point, as
the wounded John Garfield is carried from his boat to the dock, awaited by his wife
and children and, just outside the circle, by the other woman in his life (Patricia
Neal), the camera pulls away, holding on the still waiting child of his black partner
who only the unconscious Garfield knows has been killed. The poignance of the
silent and unnoticed black child overwhelms the yarn we had been shown. Is he
supposed to symbolize the fact of general human isolation and abandonment? Or
the fact that every action has consequences for innocent bystanders? Or that chil-
dren are the real sufferers from the entangled efforts of adults to straighten out their
lives? The effect here is to rebuke Garfield for attaching so much importance to the
loss of his arm, and generally to blot out attention to individual suffering by invok-
ing a massive social evil about which this film has nothing to say.

The general difference between a film type and a stage type is that the individu-
ality captured on film naturally takes precedence over the social role in which that
individuality gets expressed. Because on film social role appears arbitrary or inci-
dental, movies have an inherent tendency toward the democratic, or anyway the idea
of human equality. (But because of film’s equally natural attraction to crowds, it
has opposite tendencies toward the fascistic or populistic.) This depends upon rec-
ognizing film types as inhabited by figures we have met or may well meet in other
circumstances. The recognized recurrence of film performers will become a central
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idea as we proceed. At the moment I am emphasizing only that in the case of black
performers there was until recently no other place for them to recur in, except just
the role within which we have already met‘them. For example, we would not have
expected to see them as parents or siblings. I cannot at the moment remember a
black person in a film making an ordinary purchase—say of a newspaper, or a ticket
to a movie or for a train, let alone writing a check. (Pinky and A Raisin in the Sun
prove the rule: in the former, the making of a purchase is a climactic scene in the
film; in the latter, it provides the whole subject and structure.)

One recalls the list of stars of every magnitude who have provided the movie
camera with human subjects—individuals capable of filling its need for individual-
ities, whose individualities in turn, whose inflections of demeanor and disposition
were given full play in its projection. They provided, and still provide, staples for
impersonators: one gesture or syllable of mood, two strides, or a passing manner-
ism was enough to single them out from all other creatures. They realized the myth
of singularity—that we can still be found, behind our disguises of bravado and cow-
ardice, by someone, perhaps a god, capable of defeating our self-defeats. This was
always more important than their distinction by beauty. Their singularity made them
more like us—anyway, made their difference from us less a matter of metaphysics,
to which we must accede, than a matter of responsibility, to which we must bend.
But then that made them even more glamorous. That they should be able to stand
upon their singularity! If one did that, one might be found, and called out, too soon,
or at an inconvenient moment.

What was wrong with type-casting in films was not that it displaced some other,
better principle of casting, but that factors irrelevant to film-making often influenced
the particular figures chosen. Similarly, the familiar historical fact that there are
movie cycles, taken by certain movie theorists as in itself a mark of unscrupulous
commercialism, is a possibility internal to the medium; one could even say, it is the
best emblem of the fact that a medium had been created. For a cycle is a genre
(prison movies, Civil War movies, horror movies, etc.); and a genre is a medium.

As Hollywood developed, the original types ramified into individualities as var-
ious and subtle, as far-reaching in their capacities to inflect mood and release fan-
tasy, as any set of characters who inhabited the great theaters of our world. We do
not know them by such names of Pulcinella, Crispin, Harlequin, Pantaloon, the
Doctor, the Captain, Columbine; we call them the Public Enemy, the Priest, James
Cagney, Pat O’Brien, the Confederate Spy, the Army Scout, Randolph Scott, Gary
Cooper, Gable, Paul Muni, the Reporter, the Sergeant, the Sheriff, the Deputy, the
D.A., the Quack, the Shyster, the Other Woman, the Fallen Woman, the Moll, the
Dance Hall Hostess. Hollywood was the theater in which they appeared, because
the films of Hollywood constituted a world, with recurrent faces more familiar to
me than the faces of the neighbors of all the places I have lived.

The great movie comedians—Chaplin, Keaton, W. C. . Fields—form a set of types
that could not have been adapted from_ any_c&er_r_n&dﬂr_n Its creation depended
‘apon two i two conditions of the film medium mentioned earlier. These conditions seem
to be necessities, not merely possibilities, so I will say that two necessities of the
medium were discovered or expanded in the creation of these types, First, movie
performers cannot project, but are projected. Second, photographs are of the world,
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in which human beings are not ontologically favored over the rest of nature, in which
objects are not props but natural allies (or enemies) of the human character. The
first necessity—projected visibility—permits the sublime comprehensibility of
Chaplin’s natural choreography; the second—ontological equality—permits his
Proustian or Jamesian relationships with Murphy beds and flights of stairs and with
vases on runners on tables on rollers: the heroism of momentary survival, Nietzsche’s
man as a tightrope across an abyss. These necessities permit not merely the locales
of Keaton’s extrications, but the philosophical mood of his countenance and
the Olympic resourcefulness of his body; permit him to be perhaps the only con-
stantly beautiful and continuously hilarious man ever seen, as though the ugliness
in laughter should be redeemed. They permit Fields to mutter and suffer and curse
obsessively, but heard and seen only by us; because his attributes are those of the gen-
tleman (confident swagger and elegant manners, gloves, cane, outer heartiness), he
can manifest continuously with the remorselessness of nature, the psychic brutalities
of bourgeois civilization.

IDEAS OF ORIGIN

It is inevitable that in theorizing about film one at some point speculate about its
origins, because despite its recentness, its origin remains obscure. The facts are well
enough known about the invention and the inventors of the camera, and about
improvements in fixing and then moving the image it captures. The problem is that
the invention of the photographic picture is not the same thing as the creation of
photography as a medium for making sense. The historical problem is like any other:
a chronicle of the facts preceding the appearance of this technology does not explain
why it happened when and as it did. Panofsky opens his study of film by remark-
ing, “It was not an artistic urge that gave rise to the discovery and gradual perfec-
tion of a new technique; it was a technical invention that gave rise to the discovery
and gradual perfection of a new art.” We seem to understand this, but do we under-
stand it? Panofsky assumes we know what it is that at any time has “given rise” to
a “new art.” He mentions an “artistic urge,” but that is hardly a candidate to serve
as an explanation; it would be about as useful as explaining the rise of modern sci-
ence by appealing to “a scientific urge.” There may be such urges, but they are
themselves rather badly in need of explanation. Panofsky cites an artistic urge explic-
itly as the occasion for a new “technique.” But the motion picture is not a new tech-
nique, any more than the airplane is. (What did we use to do that such a thing enables
us to do better?) Yet some idea of flying, and an urge to do it, preceded the mechan-
ical invention of the airplane. What is “given rise to” by such inventions as movable

.type or the microscope or the steam engine or the pianoforte?

It would be surprising if the history of the establishment of an artistic medium
were less complex a problem for the historical understanding than (say) the rise of
modern science. I take Bazin to be suggesting this when he reverses the apparent
relation between the relevant technology and the idea of cinema, emphasizing that
the idea preceded the technology, parts of it by centuries, and that parts of the tech-
nology preceded the invention of movies, some of it by centuries. So what has to
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be explained is not merely how the feat was technically accomplished but, for exam-
ple, what stood in the way of its happening earlier. Surprisingly, Bazin, in the selec-
tion of essays I have read, does not include the contemporary condition of the related
arts as a part of the ideological superstructure that elicited the new material basis
of film. But it is certainly relevant that the burning issue during the latter half of
the nineteenth century, in painting and in the novel and in the theater, was realism.
And unless film captured possibilities opened up by the arts themselves, it is hard
to imagine that its possibilities as an artistic medium would have shown up as, and
as suddenly as, they did.

The idea of and wish for the world re-created in its own image was satisfied ar
last by cinema. Bazin calls this the myth of total cinema. But it had always been
one of the myths of art; each of the arts had satisfied it in its own way. The mirror
was in various hands held up to nature. In some ways it was more fully satisfied in
theater. (Since theater is on the whole not now a major art for us, it on the whole
no longer makes contact with its historical and psychological sources; so we are
rarely gripped by the trauma we must once have suffered when the leader of the
chorus stopped contributing to a narrative or song and turned to face the others,
suffering incarnation.)

What is cinema’s way of satisfying the myth? Automatically, we said. But what
does that mean—mean mythically, as it were? It means satisfying it without my hav-
ing to do anything, satisfying it by wishing. In a word, magically. I have found
myself asking: How could film be art, since all the major arts arise in some way
out of religion? Now I can answer: Because movies arise out of magic; from below
the world.

The better a film, the more it makes contact with this source of its inspiration; it

never wholly loses touch with the magic lantern behind it. This suggests why movies

of the fantastic (The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Blood of a Poet) and filmed scenes — -

of magic (say, materialization and dematerialization), while they have provided
moods and devices, have never established themselves as cinematic media, how-
ever strongly this “possibility” is suggested by the physical medium of film: they
are technically and psychologically trivial compared with the medium of magic
itself. Tt is otherwise if the presented magic is itself made technically or physically
interesting (The Invisible Man, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Frankenstein, 2001: A
Space Odyssey), but then that becomes another way of confirming the physicality
of our world. Science presents itself, in movies, as magic, which was indeed one
source of science. In particular, projected science retains magic’s mystery and for-
biddenness. Science-fiction films exploit not merely certain obvious aspects of
adventure, and of a physicality that special effects specialize in, but also the terrific
mumbo-jumbo of hearsay science: “My God, the thing is impervious to the nega-
tive beta ray! We must reverse the atom recalcitration spatter, before it's too late!”
The dialogue has the surface of those tinbox-and-lever contraptions that were suf-
ficiently convincing in prime Flash Gordon. These films are carried by the imme-
diacy of the fantasy that motivates them (say, destruction by lower or higher forms
of life, as though the precariousness of human life is due to its biological stage of
development); together with the myth of the one way and last chance in which the
(external) danger can be averted. And certainly the beauty of forms and motions in
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Frankenstein’s laboratory is essential to the success of Frankenstein; computers seem
primitive in comparison. It always made more sense to steal from God than to try
to outwit him.

How do movies reproduce the world magically? Not by literally presenting us
with the world, but by permitting us to view it unseen, This is not a wish for pc‘nﬁf
over creation (as Pygmalion’s was), but a wish not to need power, not to have to
bear its burdens. It is, in this sense, the reverse of the myth of Faust. And the wish
for invisibility is old enough. Gods have profited from it, and Plato tells it at the
end of the Republic as the Myth of the Ring of Gyges. In viewing films, the sense
of invisibility is an expression of modern privacy or anonymity. It is as though the
world’s projection explains our forms of unknownness and of our ability to know.
The explanation is not so much that the world is passing us by, as that we are dis-
placed from our natural habitation within it, placed at a distance from it. The screen
overcomes our fixed distance; it makes displacement appear as our natural condition.

1971

SERGEI EISENSTEIN, VSEVOLOD
PUDOVKIN, AND GRIGORI ALEXANDROV

STATEMENT ON SOUND

Co-author of the following selection with Sergei Eisenstein and V. L
Pudovkin, Grigori Alexandrov (1903—-1983) was part of Russian theatre and
film from an early age. Road manager of a traveling theatre group during
World War I, he later worked with Eisenstein at the Prolekult Theatre and
collaborated with him as a writer on Strike (1925) and co-director on October
(1928). His first film as solo director, also working with Eisenstein was
Romance Sentimentale (1930), after which he made many films, primarily
musicals and comedies, replacing Eisenstein as artistic director of Mosfilm
in 1944.

Our cherished dreams of a sound cinema are being realised. The Americans,
having developed the technique of sound cinema, have embarked on the first stage
towards its rapid practical implementation. Germany is working intensively in the
same direction. The whole world now speaks of the ‘silent’ that has found its
voice.

We who work in the USSR recognise that, given our technical capabilities, the
practical implementation of sound cinema is not feasible in the near future. At the
same time we consider it opportune to make a statement on a number of prereq-
uisite theoretical principles, particularly as, according to reports reaching us,
attempts are being made to use this new improvement in cinema for the wrong pur-
poses. In addition, an incorrect understanding of the potential of the new techni-
cal invention might not only hinder the development and improvement of cinema
as an art form but might also threaten to destroy all its formal achievements to
date.

Contemporary cinema, operating through visual images, has a powerful effect on
the individual and rightfully occupies one of the leading positions in the ranks of
the arts.

It is well known that the principal (and sole) method which has led cinema to a
position of such great influence is montage. The confirmation of montage as the
principal means of influence has become the indisputable axiom upon which world
cinema culture rests.

The success of Soviet pictures on world screens is to a significant extent the
result of a number of those concepts of montage which they first revealed and
asserted.
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