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tour of the courtyard by the camera “on its own.” When the shades roll up, we know
that what‘we see is being presented by a “subjectivity reduced to nothing else but
what the instrument can record”; this is quite different from later viewing that are

tf}illéecrgi rtl;;(;ggcl; rt:;es 55;3%@, :tf ]geflzieli. ?tl ISUC]‘l moBments,dtlllze visible details of KRISTIN THOMP SON
antield, followin Tt 11, cal -
bl “those objcts which ve o physon e S THE CONCEPT OF CINEMATIC EXCESS

he same metaphysical and physical status as senge-
Qata, without necessarily being data to any mind.” That is, to any mind inside the
fiction: they are, of course, data to the real audience in the movie theater, though
data perceived at second hand. They are not seen or heard but rather overseen and
overheard, as the “impressions” of an impersonal narrative agency. These images
(Banfield might contend) would still exist even if 10 one had bought a ticket and
the projectionist had gone out for a smoke: “Each gathering of sensibilia, as on the
ground glass of the telescope, represents . . . a perspective definable independent of
whether or not it is given to any observer.”36 :
. Banfleld’s concern is literary, but she finds in the work of Gilles Deleuze a sim- C “No, no, I'll take no less, than all in full excess.”
ilar attitude concerning film. Deleuze reminds us that Dziga Vertov’s “kino-eye” is o ’ l .
not limited as a human eye is; it is ubiquitous, the product as much of montage as
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f)f c.meglatog:fiphy. And its powers are, to use Banfield’s terms, “private and sub- “Analytically there is something ridiculous about jt.”

Jective, yet 1mpersonal. Deleuze would argue that it is precisely the objectivity : ROLAND BARTHES!

of the cinematic narrator that requires us to “construct,” rather than Just to “see,” ;

since what the kino- ith i : : ’ : N . ..
he kino-eye presents us with 1$ a construction of views that no human ' Recently certain writers have moved away from the traditional concept of criti-

eye could see.37 . . . ; . :
4 k| Cism as an activity designed purely to explain the narratively functional aspects of

the work. Following essentially, I believe, in the direction opened by the Russian
i Formalists, these critics have suggested that films can be seen as a struggle of op-
3 posing forces. Some of these forces strive to unify the work, to hold it together suf-
| ficiently that we may perceive and follow its structures. Outside any such structures
lie those aspects of the work which are not contained by its unifying forces—the
I “excess.” The term is used by Stephen Heath in his essay “Film and System: Terms
of Analysis™; there he asserts:

Thompson, Kristin: «The concept of cinematic excessy. In: Braudy, Leo, Marshall Cohen, (eds.): Film 5 , hausts the i " ity is al ect of the fil
iticism: Ji ; i . : ; ust as narrative never exhausts the Image, homogeneity is always an effect of the film
;‘hzggy— i/gé criticism: introductory readings. Fifth ed. New York [etc.]: Oxford University Press, 1999, and not the filmic system, which is precisely the production of that homogeneity. Ho-
’ ! } mogeneity is haunted by the material practice it represses and the tropes of that re-
pression, the forms of continuity, provoke within the texture of the film the figures—
the edging, the margin—of the loss by which it moves; permanent battle for the
resolution of that loss on which, however, it structurally depends, mediation between
image and discourse, narrative can never contain the whole film which permanently ex-
ceeds its fictions. “Filmic system,” therefore, always means at least this: the “system”
) of the film in so far as the film is the organization of a homogeneity and the material
) outside inscribed in the operation of that organization as its contradiction 2

| “Homogeneity” is here the unifying effect I have mentioned. Heath suggests that the
material of the image in film creates a play which goes beyond this unity. A film
depends on materiality for its existence; out of image and sound it creates its struc-
tures, but it can never make all the physical elements of the film part of its set of

36 —— — . o .
37gf‘lrl‘ﬂeg’ . Describing the Unobserved,” pp. 266-67. , : "Roland Barthes, “The Third Meaning,” trans. Richard Howard, Argforum (Tanuary 1973), 11(5):47.
1ies Deleuze, Cinéma I I, image mouvement (Paris; Minuit, 1983), p.- 117. 4 2Stephen Heath, “Film and System: Terms of Analysis, Pt. 1,” Screen (Spring 1975), 16(1):100.
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smooth perceptual cues. The critic concentrates neither wholly upon the coherent
elements nor wholly upon the excess; he/she deals with the tensions between them.
I'am using the Russian Formalist definition of narrative as an interplay between plot
and story; plot is the actual presentation of events in the film, while story is the
mental reconstruction by the spectator of these events in their “real,” chronological
order (partly on the basis of codes of cause and effect). Heath is talking about the
classical Hollywood film, which typically strives to minimize excess by a thor-
oughgoing motivation. Other films outside this tradition do not always try to pro-
vide an apparent motivation for everything in the film, and thus they leave their po-
tentially excessive elements more noticeable.

Roland Barthes’ essay “The Third Meaning” (“Le Troisiéme sens”) lays out a
similar idea that the materiality of the image goes beyond the narrative structures
of unity in a film. The choice of the term “meaning” is a misleading one, since these
elements of the work are precisely those which do not participate in the creation of
narrative or symbolic meaning; Barthes himself calls it “the obtuse meaning,” and
says: “it does not even indicate an elsewhere of meaning . .. it rather frustrates
meaning—subverting not the content but the entire practice of meaning.”® For this
reason I prefer to use Heath’s term, “excess,” rather than Barthes’.

But Barthes is ultimately clearer as to what he considers part of this filmic excess.
Heath’s analysis of Touch of Evil provides examples that tend to confuse his term
rather than clarify it. He calls the scenes in Tanya’s place in that film excess because
they “have no narrative function,” even though this is clearly not the case. These
scenes provide relatively little casual material to forward the proairetic, in compari-
son with the other scenes of the film. They do, however, contain a considerable
amount of semic material about Hank Quinlan and hence provide motivation for his
behavior in the rest of the film; Tanya’s place provides the connection between Quin-
lan and Menzies that allows the latter to engage Quinlan in the final incriminating
conversation. These are not the only narrative functions these scenes play, but they
will serve to indicate that Heath has chosen a rather easy way out of the problem by
dismissing whole scenes as excess when they are simply different from more casu-
ally dense portions of the narrative. Heath also resorts to a psychoanalytic explana-
tion for excess, indicating that it is the material which must be repressed by the film,;
see, for example, his discussion of the character of the “night man” as a figure of
excess.> But none of this comes to terms with Heath’s own claim (possibly derived
from Barthes) that the excess arises from the conflict between the materiality of a
film and the unifying structures within it. Heath, in fact, never analyzes a scene into
its material and structural components to find examples of excess.

Barthes’ entire essay, on the other hand, is based specifically on the material as-
pects of film as the source of its excess. He in fact analyzes only still photographs,
but his conclusions are applicable to film (and also to the material qualities of the
film’s sound, which Barthes ignores). At one point, Barthes claims that excess does
not weaken the meaning of the structures it accompanies: “if the signification is ex-

3Barthes, “The Third Meaning,” p- 49.
“Heath, “Film and System,” p. 67.
SIbid., pp. 73-74.
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ceeded by the obtuse meaning, it is not thereby denied or blurred.”® This seems
doubtful, however. Presumably the only way excess can fail to affect meaning is if
the viewer does not notice it; this is a matter of training and background. Certainly
a steady and exclusive diet of classical narrative cinema seems to accustom people
to ignoring the material aspects of the artwork, since these are usually so thoroughly
motivated as to be unobtrusive. But the minute a viewer begins to notice style for
its own sake or watch works which do not provide such thorough motivation, ex-
cess comes forward and must affect narrative meaning. Style is the use of repeated
techniques which become characteristic of the work; these techniques are fore-
grounded so that the spectator will notice them and create connections between their
individual uses. Excess does not equal style, but the two are closely linked because
they both involve the material aspects of the film. Excess forms no specific patterns
which we could say are characteristic of the work. But the formal organization pro-
vided by style does not exhaust the material of the filmic techniques, and a specta-
tor’s attention to style might well lead to a noticing of excess as well. Elsewhere
Barthes acknowledges that his “obtuse meaning” does indeed affect our perception
of meaning in a distractive way; speaking of certain qualities of photographic im-
age, he asks, “are they not a kind of blunting of a too-obvious meaning, a too-
violent meaning? . . . do they not cause my reading to skid?"7 This image of a skid-
ding perception is interesting, because it is not far from the kinds of metaphors the
Russian Formalists chose to describe the effects of delaying devices in a narrative,
such as “staircase construction.” In each case, there is an attempt to describe a move-
ment away from a direct progression through an “economical” structure. Barthes
also speaks of the obtuse meaning as separate from the diegesis of the film; refer-
ring to a frame enlargement from Ivan the Terrible, he says:

The obtuse meaning is clearly counternarrative itself. Diffused, reversible, caught up in
its own time, it can, if one follows it, establish only another script that is distinct from
the shots, sequences, and syntagmas. . . . Imagine “following” not Euphrosinia’s machi-
nations, nor even the character (as a diegetic entity or as a symbolic figure), nor even,
further, the countenance of the Wicked Mother, but only, in this countenance, that gri-
mace, that black veil, the heavy, ugly dullness of that skin. You will have another tem-
porality, neither diegetic nor oneiric, you will have another film.?

Probably no one ever watches only these nondiegetic aspects of the image through
an entire film. Nevertheless, they are constantly present, a whole “film” existing in
some sense alongside the narrative film we tend to think of ourselves as watching.

The idea that the critic’s job might include the pointing-out of this excess may
startle some. But we have been looking at the neat aspects of artworks so long that
we may forget their disturbing, rough parts. As Barthes say, “The present problem
is not to destroy the narrative, but to subvert it.”® For the critic, this means the re-
alization that he/she needs to talk about those aspects of the work that are usually
ignored because they don’t fit into a tight analyses.

SBarthes, “The Third Meaning,” p. 47.
TIbid.

81bid., p. 49.

%Ibid., p. 50. Italics in original.
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The concept of excess need not be used only in semiotic, Structuralist, or post-
structuralist analyses. It fits into a critical approach based on Russian Formalism as
well. For, while the Formalists did not come up with the idea of excess as such
they did move in a direction that implied-it. When Viktor Shklovski says, “the lan-’
guage of poetry is not a comprehensive language, but a semi-comprehensible one,”10

neatly into the unified relationships in the work; they must be explained as tending
.toward excess. Shklovski also makes a distinction between “material” and “form”;
In speaking of music he says, “We have found, not form and content, but rather ma:
teris'al and form, i.e., sounds and the disposition of sounds.”!! The process of “dis-
position” of materials into structures does not eliminate their original materiality.
Thus the Formalists seem to have at least approached the realization that excessive
ele.ments provide a large range of possibilities for the roughening of form; the ma-
terial provides a perceptual play by inviting the spectator to linger over devices
longer than their structured function would seem to warrant.

Of course, no element in a work is strictly excessive to the degree that it has no

cultural, stemming from the fact that art is so often spoken of as unified and as cre-
ating perfect order, beyond that possible in nature,

But if part of the difficulty of talking about excess stems from its novelty as a
concept, the critic is also faced with the fact that excess tends to elude analysis. For

it fills. But a discussion of the qualities of the visual figure at which we Iook seems
do.omed to a certain subjectivity. We may not agree that the texture of Efrosinia’s
skin has a “heavy, ugly dullness.” The fact, however, that we can agree it has some
texture opens the possibility of analysis. The critic and his/her reader must resist
the learned tendency to try and find a narrative significance in every detail, or at
least they must realize that a narrative function does not exhaust the material pres-
ence of that detail. Our conclusion must be that, just as every film contains a strug-
gle of unifying and disunifying structures, so every stylistic element may serve at
once to contribute to the narrative and to distract our perception from it.

Viktor Shklovski “The Resurrection of the ‘World,” tran. i
‘ s s s. Richard Sherwood, 204 .
ies I(lDe_m:mber 1972), nos. 7-8, p. 46. Contiry S )
Viktor Shklovski, “Form and Material in Art,” trans. Charles A. Moser and Patricia Blake, in Dis-

sonant Voices in Soviet Li ici
1560, chfs mm oviet Literature, ed. Patricia Blake and Max Hayward (New York: Harper and Row,
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Excess is not only counternarrative; it is also counterunity. To discuss it may be
to invite the partial disintegration of a coherent reading. But on the other hand, pre-
tending that a work is exhausted by its functioning structures robs it of much that
is strange, unfamiliar, and striking about it. If the critic’s task is at Jeast in part to
renew and expand the work’s power to defamiliarize, one way to do this would be
precisely to break up old perceptions of the work and to point up its more difficult
aspects. :

I shall follow Barthes’ essay in drawing my examples from Ivan the Terrible.
The act of “pointing” must be my principal tool here, since other means of analy-
sis are designed for nonexcessive structures. (Barthes says in his essay, “I am not
describing, I cannot manage that, I am merely designating a site.”)!2 Analysis im-
plies finding relationships between devices. Excessive elements do not form rela-
tionships, beyond those of coexistence. The Russian Formalists, however, give us
a too} which may at least make the process of pointing somewhat systematic: mo-
tivation.! Strong realistic or compositional motivation will tend to make excessive
elements less noticeable; the perception of the narratively and stylistically signifi-
cant will dominate. But at other times, a lack of these kinds of motivations may di-
rect our attention to excess.

More precisely, excess implies a gap or lag in motivation. Even though the pres-
ence of a device may not be arbitrary, its motivation can never completely control
our perception of the film as material object. To a large extent, the spectator’s abil-
ity to notice excess is dependent upon his/her training in viewing films. The spec-
tator who takes films to be simple copies of reality will probably tend to subsume
the physicality of the image under a general category of verisimilitude; that shape
on the screen looks as it does because “those things really look like that.”” Another
spectator, trained to look at films as romantic expressions of the artist, might at-
tempt to see every aspect of every shot as conveying “meaning,” “personal vision,”
and the like; the image looks the way it does because that is how the artist saw the
world. At the other extreme, the “art for art’s sake” viewer—the “empty” formal-
ist—will tend to ignore motivation in favor of a totally free play of the “aesthetic”
elements. All these approaches tend to vitiate the tension in the work between uni-
fied and excessive elements. The current study attempts to suggest an alternative.

A film displays a struggle by the unifying structures to “contain” the diverse el-
ements that make up its whole system. Motivation is the primary tool by which the
work makes its own devices seem reasonable. At that point where motivation fails,
excess begins. To see it, we need to stop assuming that artistic motivation creates
complete unity (or that its failure to do so somehow constitutes a fault). There are
at Jeast four ways in which the material of the film exceeds motivation.

First, narrative function may justify the presence of a device, but it doesn’t al-
ways motivate the specific form that individual element will take. Quite often, the
device could vary considerably in form and still serve its function adequately. Per-
haps its color is vital, but its shape could be different. With an infinite number of

“Barthes, “The Third Meaning,” p. 48.
BBoris Tomashevski, “Thematics,” in Russian Formalist Criticism; Four Essays, trans. and ed. Lee
T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis (Lincoln; University of Nebraska Press, 1965), pp. 78-87.
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pmpts in space, we must assume that there is some range of camera placements
which woulfi frame the scene adequately to its function. In Ivan the Terrible, Ivan
must be an impressive character, but his impressiveness could be created in ;nan
ways. The actual choices are relatively arbitrary: a pointed head, a musical themey
closeups with a crowd in deep focus, and so on. , ,
S'eco‘nd', the medium of cinema is such that its devices exist through time. Moti-
vation is insufficient to determine Aow long a device needs to be on the sc;een in
order tf) serve its purpose. (Indeed, for different spectators, the requisite time is prob-
ably. different.) We may notice a device immediately and understand its function
t?ut it may then continue to be visible or audible for some time past this reco ni-’
tlo‘n. In this case, we may be inclined to study or contemplate it apart from its ﬁar-
rat}ve or compositional function; such contemplation necessarily distracts from nar-
rative p.rogr.ession. (In Russian Formalist terms, the perception of narrative
progression involves the spectator’s mental construction of a chronological set of
story events “behind” the concrete presentation of plot action in the film.) On the
other _hand, the device may be more obscure and require a longer process‘ of inter-
pretation to make sense; how can motivation determine the length of time neces-
sary for t.his perceptual activity? Noel Burch’s concept of “legibility”!* provides a
rougl? guide. A large number of iters within a single space will require a greater
dur.anon for complete scanning than a smaller number of items, But this determi-
nation can only be relative; the specific length must always be arbitrary to a certain
degree. Repeated viewings of a film are likely to increase the excessive potentials
o.f a scene’s components; as we become familiar with the narrative (or other prin-
ciple of progression), the innate interest of the composition, the visual aspects of
the decor, or the structure of the musical accompaniment, may begin to come for-
ward.and capture more of our attention. The legibility has shifted for us: we now
can simply recognize the unifying narrative elements, rather than having tc; perceive
them for the first time. As a result, we now have time to contemplate the excessive
aspects. The function of the material elements of the film is accomplished, but their
perceptual interest is by no means exhausted in the process, ,

Thl.rd, a single bit of narrative motivation seems to be caf)able of functioning al-
most'mdefinitely. It may justify many devices which have virtnally the same con-
notation, even though they may vary greatly in form. Thus Ivan’s basic function in
Ivafz the I.’e.rrible is to formulate and embody the goal of unifying Russia. This sym-
bolic p951t10n motivates the extremely redundant expression of Ivan’s scenes in
every cinematic channel; the film must confirm and reconfirm Ivan’s adequacy to
the goal he represents. This redundancy does not advance the narrative in every’
case; rather it tends to expand the narrative “vertically.” After a point, the repeated
use of multiple devices to serve similar functions tends to minimize the importance
of their narrative implications; instead, they become foregrounded primarily through
their own innate interest.

Fourth and last, a single motivation may serve to Justify a device which is then
repe.ated and varied many times. By this repetition, the device may far outweigh its
original motivation and take on an importance greater than its narrative or compo-

4 N N
!Noel Burch, Theory of Film Practice, trans. Helen R. Lane (New York: Praeger, 1973), p. 52.
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sitional function would seem to warrant. This kind of excess is extremely common
in Ivan. The introduction of the bird motif, for example, is realistically motivated;
a couple of the objects in the coronation ceremony have historically authentic bird
emblems on them (the scepter, the little rug on the dias). But later the birds become
less integral to the action at hand. They have associations, but these associations are
relatively arbitrary; the birds on the wall behind Ivan’s throne during his argument
with Philip, for example, have minimal narrative connotations. We cannot say that
the various instances of birds in the film are unmotivated, for they all relate to each
other and hence form a unified structure. But they do draw attention to themselves
far beyond their importance in the functioning of the narrative.

With these characteristics of excess in mind, let us look at some examples from
Ivan. Some of these may seem trivial; they will certainly not always be the kind of
thing the critic ordinarily points out. But taken together, they should suggest the
wealth of excessive details which make the film a rich perceptual field.

Ivan’s excess becomes readily apparent if we compare it with a more standard-
ized usage like that of the classical Hollywood cinema. One critic whose approach
is largely tied to the classical Hollywood narrative style, Pauline Kael, finds Ivan
difficult to enjoy; while she admits its grandeur, she says, “we may stare at it in a
kind of outrage. True, every frame looks great—it’s a brilliant collection of stills—
but as a movie, it’s static, grandiose, and frequently ludicrous . ..”'? In our terms,
this “outrage” is in part the rejection of excess, the reluctance to consider the un-
economical or unjustified. Ivan, with its broken rhythms of acting, its systematic
mismatches of mise-en-scéne at cuts, and its constant heightening of stylistic de-
vices, stands in contrast to the Hollywood cinema. Here style becomes foregrounded
to an unusual degree, necessarily calling attention to the material of the film.

The composition of visual elements within the frame may become a rich source
of excess. Striking arrangements abound in lvarn; they become particularly promi-
nent because Eisenstein uses so many static or nearly static shots to explore space
and further the narrative. The long shots of Ivan’s tent on the hill at Kazan would
be an example of this; the arrangement of curved lines of soldiers and a group of
banners provide a striking composition in which little movement occurs (part .1,
281-82).16 The series of shots of boyars and ambassadors in the courtyard at the
beginning of the illness sequence in part 1 invites our attention to small shifts of
space, to faces and textures-of fur and brocade, to the changing visual overtone of
the cathedral icon, and to the thythmic chiming of the various bells. In the opening
coronation scene, three bald European ambassadors speak and shake their heads,
but of at least equal interest is the pattern formed by their heads in the center of
three large white ruffs (1, 9).

The deep focus shots in the Alexandrov sequence of part I place Ivan in closeup
with the crowd on the snow-covered plain beyond. In each shot, Ivan moves his
head—up in the first, down in the second (796, 800). These head movements are
unmotivated; they seem to exist only to play on shifting graphic relationships be-

B5Pauline Kael, Kiss Kiss Bang Bang (Boston: Little Brown, 1968), p. 288.
16Shot numbers are as given in Sergei Eisenstein, Ivan the Terrible (New York: Simon and Schuster,

1970).
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scene, but shot 101 again has al

olation of Hollywood’s “30° ryle” that every shot should be distinctly different from

its neighbors in order to clear] i
Y mouvate the cut) create variat i
€Xcept as perceptual material. pons thatadd nothine
The textures,

s}ialks away, shouting his curse back to Ivan, the long shot fi:
I, eonero'o(tjn ('216)..F1rst Philip moves away, turns briefly to shout back then contin-
S out; during this, Ivan moves right and then across left to follow Philip. The indi-

da’i‘:'e sltyle of many devices is highly exaggerated in Ivan, compared to that in the
clas 1Cal narrative film. Elements of the acting like the sweeping gestures and the
: am:)g eye.s sta}nd out as' strange; we may.ref:ognize their function in the filmic sys-
em, but Fh.xs will not obliterate their peculiarity. (“Peculiar” and “strange” here hav

only positive connotations; these qualities are a large part of Ivan’s a eai) Tahe
lelywood norm has accustomed us to clear, seamless space; now we arepfonf;ontes
with frequent, pointless shifts and gaps. Ivan’s device of cubistic editing constitute

a perceptual game.!” If the Spectator consciously notices the cubistic cuts, he/sh:

17See Burch’s co i ’ i inti
oy Comparison of Jvan’s cutting to the panting style of Gris in Theory of Film Practice, pp.
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may indeed be drawn aside from the smoother structures to notice more and more
subtle instances of this spatial instability. Indeed, any stylistic disjunction may lead
the spectator into an awareness of excess—unless he/she strives too hard to recu-
perate them.

Problematic or unclear elements are likely to become excess. Many of the icons
in the cathedral, for example, are never seen in their entirety. They are realistically
motivated as portions of a reasonably authentic historical setting: but because they
are only partially visible, they invite inspection in an attempt (necessarily fruitless)
at identification. Half-glimpsed hallways, partially darkened corners of rooms,
slightly out-of-focus backgrounds, and other similar visual presences may all tend
to draw the eye, particularly on repeated viewings. What are we to make of the
black-clad body that lies in the background of one shot of the execution scene of
part 2 (285)? The body is not there in any other shot, nor is there the faintest nar-
rative motivation for its presence; it is not one of the Boyars, nor is there any sug-
gestion that an Oprichnik dies or faints in this scene. Beyond the frequent use of
confused spatial cues in the cutting, there is also one point where the geography is
flagrantly inconsistent. When Efrosinia leaves the wedding banquet to check on the
progress of the riot, she goes out by a little door and emerges outside at the head
of the stairway. Later, she receives Demyan’s report in a little archway at the foot
of this same stairway; yet when the pair go through the door in this archway, they
(at least Efrosinia—Demyan has disappeared during the cut of the interior of the
hall) are coming in the same little doorway by which Efrosinia has previously ex-
ited.

Certain props carry interest beyond their function in the narrative. The repeated
closeups of the emblems of Riga, Reval, and Narva at the beginning of the poison-
ing sequence are only tangential to the narrative; we would undoubtedly be able to
understand Ivan’s speech without these “visual aids.” But their carvings attract at-
tention. Similarly, the coffin and its trappings in the scene of Ivan’s mourning are
striking and elaborate: Anastasia lies in a hollowed-out log, surrounded by a fan of
shining decorations like a peacock’s tail.

We may find some of the most extreme examples of excess in the Fiery Furnace
play scene. The play’s function in the narrative is clear, but its manner of execu-
tion tends toward excess. Barthes speaks briefly of this scene in discussing excess,
pointing to the three boys and, “the schoolboy absurdity of their mufflers diligently
wrapped around their necks.”'® The mufflers work in with the general principles of
the playlet’s style, with a heightening of signification accomplished in the various
channels by adding a symbolic device to the literal one: the boys stand over fire,
but also light candles to imply that they are in the fire; they are tied together, but
also wear mufflers to heighten the concept of “bound-ness”; they step into the fur-
nace, but the Chaldeans also turn cartwheels to mark the moment (to suggest a sense

of falling or confusion?). But beyond this function, Barthes’ description seems to
me right; there is something about those mufflers that goes beyond their symbolic
participation in the playlet. Their individual decorative pattern and strangeness in
this context convey a quality which is perhaps, as Barthes says “absurd,” perhaps

'8Barthes, “The Third Meaning,” p. 48.
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sequences for the act of viewing. The viewer may be capable of understanding the
narrative, but has no context in which to place that understanding; the underlying
arbitrariness of the narrative is hidden by structures of motivation and naturaliza-
tion. A narrative is a chain of causes and effects, but, unlike the real world, the nar-
rative world requires one initial cause which itself has no cause. The choice of this
initial cause is one source of the arbitrariness of narrative. Also, once the hermeneu-
tic and proairetic codes are opened in a narrative, there is nothing which logically
determines how long the narrative will continue; more and more delays could pro-
long the chain of cause and effect indefinitely. Thus the initiation, progression, and
closure of fictional narratives is largely arbitrary. Narratives are not logical in them-
selves; they only make use of logic. An understanding of the plot, then, is only a
limited understanding of one (arbitrary) portion of the film. But if one looks beyond
narrative, at both the unified and the excessive elements at work on other levels,
the underlying principles of the film (such as the hermeneutic code and the patterns
of motivation) may become apparent. The viewer is no longer caught in the bind of
mistaking the causal structure of the narrative for some sort of inevitable, true, or
natural set of events which is beyond questioning or criticism (except for superfi-
cial evaluation on the grounds of culturally defined conventions and canons of
verisimilitude).

One example of the result of a willingness to view films for excess as well as for
unified structures is the genre of experimental films which examines already-exist-
ing films. These often consist of optical printer alterations of the original film, em-
phasizing the material of the image. Ken Jacobs’ Tom, Tom, the Piper’s Son (1969)
is one such film, which takes a short silent film of the primitive period and blows
up and repeats portions of the various shots to create a feature-length film. Narra-
tive begins to break down and tiny gestures, grain, and individual frames become
foregrounded. Joseph Comell made Rose Hobart (late 1930s) by taking an obscure
American adventure picture (East of Borneo, 1932) and turning it into a play on the
concept of narrative by isolating individual shots, cutting them together out of or-
der, and repeating shots. He substituted a musical track for the original sound and
specified that the film be shown through a purple filter. The result hints obliquely
at the original narrative, but generally concentrates on the gestures and appearance
of Rose Hobart, a minor Hollywood actress, and on the absurdly exotic studio jun-
gle settings. These, as well as some of Stan Lauder’s loop films, suggest the struc-
tural possibilities an awareness of excess can create. I don’t mean to imply that the

spectator and critic will be led to aesthetic creations of their own as a result of watch-
ing for excess. But Jacobs’ and Cornell’s films demonstrate the kinds of perceptual
shifts which might take place once one becomes aware of excess. i

Once the narrative is recognized as arbitrary rather than logical, the viewer is free
to ask why individual events within its structures are as they are. The viewer is no
longer constrained by conventions of reading to find a meaning or theme within the
work as the solution to a sort of puzzle which has a right answer. Instead, the work
becomes a perceptual field of structures which the viewer is free to study at length,
going beyond the strictly functional aspects. Each film dictates the way it wants to
be viewed by drawing upon certain conventions and ignoring or flouting others. But
if the viewer recognizes these conventions and refuses to be bound by them, he/she
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More and more radically Godard has developed a counter-cinema whose values
are counterposed to those of orthodox cinema. T want simply to write some notes
! about the mean features of this counter-cinema. My approach is to take seven of the
; values of the old cinema, Hollywood-Mosfilm, as Godard would put it, and con-
trast these with their (revolutionary, materialist) counterparts and contraries. Ina
sense, the seven deadly sins of the cinema against the seven cardinal virtues. They

! can be set out schematically in a table as follows:

Narrative transitivity Narrative intransitivity
Identification Estrangement
Transparency Foregrounding

! Single diegesis Multiple diegesis
Closure Aperture
Pleasure . Unpleasure
Fiction ' Reality

Obviously, these somewhat cryptic headings need further commentary. First, how-
ever, I should say that my overall argument is that Godard was right to break with
Hollywood cinema and to set up his counter-cinema and, for this alone, he is the
most important director working today. Nevertheless, 1 think there are various con-
fusions in his strategy, which blunt its edges and even, at times, tend to nullify it—
mainly, these concern his confusion over the series of terms: fiction/mystifica-
tion/ideology/lies/deception/illusion/representation. At the end of these notes, 1 shall
touch on some of my disagreements. First, some remarks on the main topics.

1. Narrative transivity v. narrative intransitivity. (One thing following another
v. gaps and interruptions, episodic construction, undigested digression.)
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