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A cyclist crashes in the race and presumably dies. The final images of i
film show a red flickering police car light rhythmically intercut with t
face of a cyclist filmed in infra-red so that he too is red against a bla
background. The end title is written in studs on a leather belt.

Tony Rayns, in his analysis of the film,'* says that Scorpio is the m-
torcyclist who dies. I see no evidence for this. The death is the sacrifi
that Scorpio demands. It, and not the winning of a race, has been th
obvious culmination of the film from the beginning, as Pan’s sparagm
had been needed to inaugurate the pleasure dome.

In Anger’s booklet of notes on the Magick Lantern Cycle of 1966
provided the following schematic autobiography:

Sun Sign Aquarian

Rising Sign Scorpio

Ruling Planet Uranus

Energy Component Mars in Taurus

Type Fixed Air

Lifework MAGICK

Magical Weapon Cinematograph

Religion Thelemite

Deity Horus the Avenger; The Crowned and Conquering Child

Magical Motto “Force and Fire”

Holy Guardian Angel mi-ca-EL

Affinity Geburah

Familiar Mongoose

Antipathy Saturn and all His Works

Characteristic Left-handed fanatic craftsman

Politics Reunion with England

Hobl?ies Hexing enemies; tap dancing; Astral projection; travel
talisman manufacture; Astrology; Tarot Cards; Collage

Heroes Flash Gordon; Lautreamont; William Beckford; Méliés;
Alfred C. Kinsey; Aleister Crowley

Library Big Little Books; L. Frank Baum; M. P. Shiel; Aleister
Crowley

Sightings  Several saucers; the most recent a lode-craft over
Hayes and Harlington, England, February 1966

Amb} tons Many, many, many more films; Space travel
Magical numbers I15 315 9315

Formally, Scorpi » E
s rpio Rising’s precurs most) W
Bruce Conner’s sec o or (by a few years at

. ond film, Cosmic Ray. Whether or not Anger had set
itllzﬁufilnncleli hardliy relevant here, as I can hardly believe it had a dir
ﬁlm-makerlion . Never_theless, Conner should be credited as thf_
collage film. o Do ironically a popular song as the structural untis
wherr -] e title of his film is a pun, referring both to Ray Charles,

ong “Tell me what | say” forms the sound track of the film #
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well as to atomic particles from outer space. Conner intercut material
which is primarily the irreverent dance of a naked woman, which he pho-
tographed himself, with stock shots from old war films, advertisements, a
western, 2 Mickey Mouse cartoon, etc., ridiculing warfare as a sexual sub-
limation. The structure of the ideas evoked by Conner’s collage is straight-
forward; unlike Anger’s film, there is little room for ambiguity in Cosmic
Ray.

In the sequence of Anger’s films, there is an evolution of forms from
the late forties through the sixties which will recur again and again in the
works of his contemporaries. The shift is from the trance film to the myth-
opoeic film. Both forms assert the primary of the imagination; the first
through dream, the second through ritual and myth. Almost all of the film-
makers discussed so far in this book have moved through these two stages
at almost the same time. The development of Maya Deren’s formal concern
with cinema had been from dream (Meshes of the Afternoon) to ritual
(Ritual in Transfigured Time) and myth (The Very Eye of Night). The cases
of Peterson and Broughton are exceptional; they do not fit the pattern
neatly, but that is because the former stopped making films in 1949 and
the latter left the medium for so long before returning to it.

Inauguration of the Pleasure Dome was the first major work to herald
the emerging mythic form in the American avant-garde film. In its initial
form, in 1954, it was closer to Maya Deren’s concept of a cinematic ritual
than to what would emerge in the r960s as the mythopoeic cinema—
Scorpio Rising, Markopoulos’s Twice a Man (1963) and The Illiac Passion
(1968), Brakhage’s Dog Star Man (1961-1966), Harry Smith’s Heaven and
Earth Magic (approx. 1950-1960). In that early version the Kabuki-like
pace of the opening part extended throughout the film; its formal opera-
tion was like the choreography in Ritual in Transfigured Time. After In-
auguration of the Pleasure Dome, the mythic form emerged in Deren’s The
Very Eye of Night (1958) and Maas’s Narcissus (1958). In all three in-
stances the film-makers sought to represent specific myths and mytholog-
ical figures. The triumph of the mythopoeic film in the early sixties sprang
from the film-makers’ liberation from the repetition of traditional my-
thology and the enthusiasm with which they forged a cinematic form for
the creation or revelation of new myths. Scorpio Rising is an excellent
example of this new vitality.

Immediately after the success of Scorpio Rising, Anger tried to a}pply
the very same formal invention to a similar theme, the custom car bul_lder.
Early in 1964 the Ford Foundation experimented with giving a f?W‘lr}(i‘e—
pendent film-makers grants of ten thousand dollars. After their initial
grants, they discontinued the experiment. Anger was fortl}nate eqqugh to
be among the recipients. With his money he made some slight revisions of
Scorpio Rising, created the Sacred Mushroom version of Inauguration, and
began Kustom Kar Kommandos. The film was never completed. In 1965
he showed an episode, similar to some of the opening scenes of Scorpio,
in which a young man polishes his finished car with a giant powder puff.
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a cinema without photography; for in his next film, Kaleidoscope (1936
hand-painting becomes less important than stenciling. Dots, complex i
terns, circles, lines, and arabesques crisscross the screen in muted coloy
Again the shapes and colors hug the surface of the screen with no ing:
cations of depth other than the shallow superimposition of some forms
they pass over one another.

Lye never completely abandoned working with the raw surface of ir-
photographed film, but his evolution as a film-maker did not occur alos;
the lines initiated by this startling invention. In Rainbow Dance and Trai:
Tattoo (both 1936), he combined some of his surface techniques with pho
tographed images of actuality. Although his reputation has been sustained
by the invention of direct painting on film, Lye deserves equal credit i
one of the great masters of montage. His specialty has been the jump-,
an elliptical condensation of action achieved by eliminating middle shos
so that the figure on the screen seems to jump forward along a prescribed
course of action.

Along with the combination of elliptically edited scenes of elementary
actions and surface lines, dots, and shapes, Lye began to develop tech-
niques of color separation. Through an intricate process of masking and
combining negative and positive images in the printing laboratory, Lyt
could make one figure in a photographed scene assume one pure color and
another figure in that same originally black-and-white shot take on a di
ferent color. In doing so he achieved a strength of color his first films
lacked, but only unhampered paint on film could create the lost textur:!
range of the surface.

In his later works Lye moved away from both color and the synthess
of techniques. Rbythm (1953) shows the assembly of a Ford in one minutt
of hundreds of jump-cuts. The film is black-and-white without any abstract
surface texture save white holes punched out of the opening and ending
slllo_ts' of the exterior of the Ford plant. Having created a film purely ex
ploiting the jump-cut, he made another working only with the surface of
unphotographed film. This time he scratched ideographic lines on black
ﬁgg ds_f_z;l;;a If:i qee Radicals (1958) reduces and distills the dynamics of the
P vy ofr?hto a primitive kinetic dance of white l.ines ar}d angles. T'he
davion. of the cofnse meticulously executed scratches in an indexical evo-

centrated energy required to etch them onto film. The

film-maker has described the 4 e
. uality of th « » Of his
working method he has said:q * OF fhe movemet R

If I couldn’t complete the etched lj
complete the design on the film, t

‘(’)Vrhscl) d;:stlgns which preceded it would be lost. So, I wriggled my

it ot € body to get a corppressed feeling into my shoulders—try-
g to get a pent-up teeling of inexorable precision into the fin-

gers of both hands which grasped the needle and, with a sudden

ne by forcing the needle to
hen the continuity of a dozen
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jump, pulled the needle through the celluloid and completed my
design.?

When in the early 19408 Harry Smith made his first hand-painted
films, he was unaware that the concept was not original with him; such is
his claim, which the author believes. To the historian of cinema it would
make little difference if Smith acted by invention or imitation, for his rep-
utation is not bound to any proof of priority. The hand-painted films with
which he began his career as a film-maker are the most remarkable ever
achieved in that technique; and his subsequent films, both animated and
photographed from actuality, sustain his stature as one of the central film-
makers of the avant-garde tradition.

With characteristic self-irony and hermetic allusions, he composed the
following notes on his work for the catalogue of the Film-Makers’ Co-

operative:

My cinematic excreta is of four varieties:—batiked abstrac-
tions made directly on film between 1939 and 1946; opticglly
printed non-objective studies composed around 1950; semi-
realistic animated collages made as part of my alchemical labors
of 1957 to 1962; and chronologically superimposed photo-
graphs of actualities formed since the latter year. All these
works have been organized in specific patterns derived from the
interlocking beats of the respiration, the heart and the EEG Al-
pha component and should be observed together in ()_rdgr, or
not at all, for they are valuable works, works that will live for-
ever—they made me gray. )
no.: Hand-drawn animation of dirty shapes—the history of

the geologic period reduced to orgasm length. (Approx.
§ min.) )
no.2: Batiked animation, etc. etc. The action takes place ei-
ther inside the sun or in Zurich, Switzerland. (Approx.
10 min.)
no. 3:  Batiked animation made of dead squares, the most com-
plex hand-drawn film imaginable. (Approx. 10 min.)
no. 4:  Black-and-white abstractions of dots gnd grillworks
made in a single night. (Approx. 6 min.)
no. 5:  Color abstraction. Homage to Oscar Fischinger—a se-
uel to No. 4. (Approx. 6 min.) ' )
no. 6: "cll"hree—dimen:io(nall),poptically printed, abstraction 1151f_1g)
glasses the color of Heaven & Ear?h. (Approx. 20 Ht‘;n
no.7:  Optically printed Pythagoreanism in four movemen
i illworks and triangles
supported on squares, circles, gri ‘
with an interlude concerning an experiment. (Approx.

15 min.)
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no. 8:

no. 9:

no. 10:

no. 11:

no. ra:

no. 13:

no. 14:

For those who are interes
made under pot; No. ¢
and ups; No. 7 with co
anything, but mainly d
Max Jacobson, pink pi
with vodka and Italian

Black-and-white collage made up of clippings from
19th Century ladies’ wear catalogues and elocution
books. The cat, the dog, the statue and the Hygrome-
ter appear here for the first time. (Approx. 5 min.)
Color collage of biology books and 19th Century ten-
perance posters. An attempt to reconstruct Capt.
Cook’s Tapa collection. (Approx. 1o min.)
An exposition of Buddhism and the Kaballa in the
form of a collage. The final scene shows Aquatic
mushrooms (not in No. 11) growing on the moon
while the Hero and Heroine row by on a cerebrum.
(Approx. 1o min.)
A commentary on and exposition of No. 1o synchro-
nized to Monk’s “Mysterioso.” A famous film—availa-
ble sooner or later from Cinema 16. (Approx. 4 min.)
A much expanded version of No. 8. The first part de-
picts the heroine’s toothache consequent to the loss of
a very valuable watermelon, her dentistry and trans-
portation to heaven. Next follows an elaborate exposi-
tion of the heavenly land in terms of Israel, Montreal
and the second part depicts the return to earth from
being eaten by Max Muller on the day Edward the
Seventh dedicated the Great Sewer of London. (Ap-
prox. 5o min.)
Fragments and tests of Shamanism in the guise of a
children’s story. This film, made with van Wolf, is per-
haps the most expensive animated film ever made—the
cost running well over ten thousand dollars a minute—
wide screen, stereophonic sound of the ballet music
from Faust. Production was halted when a major in-
vestor (H. P.) was found dead under embarrassing con-
d1t10n§. (Approx. 3 hours)
Superimposed photography of Mr. Fleischman’s
butcher shop in New York, and the Kiowa around An-
_adarko, Oklahoma—with Cognate Material. The strip
is da}‘k at the beginning and end, light in the middle,
and is structured T223332271. | honor it the most of
my films, otherwise a not very popular one before
1972. If the exciter lamp blows, play Bert Brecht’s
Mahagonny.” (Approx. 25 min.)
ted in such things: Nos. 1 to 5 were
w.ith schmeck (it made the sun shine)
caine and ups; Nos. 8 to 12 with almost
€privation, and 13 with green pills from

lls ffom Tim Leary, and vodka; No. 14
Swiss white port.*
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The continuity of Harry Smith’s cinema is remarkable, all the more so
hecause of its variety. The shifts in technique and the swerves in‘intention
of each new film seem grounded in the principles of the previous film.
After the initial attempt at a freely drawn hand-painted film (N_o. 1)., he
made two progressively more complex, batiked, geome_trical animations
(Nos. 2 and 3), colored by spray paint and dyes, also directly applied to
the film. Then he began a series of photographed abstractions, first in
black-and-white (No. 4), then in color (Nos. 5 and 7), with quantum leaps
of intricacy at each stage. Nos. 1o and 11 integrate collage aqd fragmen—
wry animated narrative into the spatial and color fields established in the
carlier films. That narrative tendency expanded in No. 12 and would ha}ve
reached an even greater elaboration had No. 13 been completed accordmg
to his plan. With the abandonment of that film, Smith turr}ed from ani-
mation to the actual world for his imagery, but he maintained a plastic
control over what he filmed by means of superimposition (No. 14) and
the use of a kaleidoscope (The Tin Woodsman’s Dream, second part).

The regular curve of this progression, describing in its course severzjll
versions of hermeticism from Neo-Platonic formalism through ritual magic
to shamanism traces a graph of evolving concerns and reveals an amazing
patience, at odds with the language but not the sense of the ﬁlm—maker s
comments on his work. Harry Smith was a practicing hermeticist. As 'much
as his films share the central concerns of the American avant-garde cinema
and incarnate its historical development, they separate ther.n§elves a}nd .de-
mand attention as aspects of Smith’s other work. He divided his time
among film-making, painting (less in recent years), iconology (he had a
formidable collection of Ukrainian Easter eggs and had spent years prac-
ticing Northwest Indian string figures in preparation for books on these
symbolic cosmologies), music (his reputation as an authority on folk music
matches his reputation as a film-maker among experts),_ anthropology
(Folkways issued his recordings and notes on the peyqte ritual of the Ki-
owa), and linguistics (as an amateur, but with intense interest). o

Since childhood Smith sustained an interest in the occult and in the
machinery of illusionism:

My father gave me a blacksmith shop when I was goasyie F“(;eh],f,
he told me I should convert lead into gold. He had me bl'll! ?
these things like models of the first Bell telephone, the origina
electric light bulb, and perform all sorts of hiStOIlCa:l expe_rl-tin
Tlents, ... Very early my parents got me interested in projecting
things,’

His father also initiated his interest in drawing by t‘?a‘:hmg. };llmvég Sr;lil;z
* geometrical representation of the Cabalistic tree Qf life. Smit el ores-
O.f Giordano Bruno as the inventor of the cinema in an hilarious I}; nifn °~
"¢ lecture at Yale in 1965, quoting the thesis i, 08 [mmensof, universes
abilibys ¢ Infigurabilibus that there are an infinite number o ’
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each possessing a similar world with some slight differences—a hyy
raised in one, lowered in another—so that the perception of motion is
act of the mind swiftly choosing a course among an infinite number
these “freeze frames,” and thereby animating them. We see that Snity |
regards his work in the historical tradition of magical illusionism, extené |
ing at least back to Robert Fludd who used mirrors to animate books, an
Athanasius Kircher who cast spells with a magic lantern.

In an interview in the Village Voice, he offered the following unex
pected evaluation of his work as a film-maker among film-makers.

I think I’'m the third best film producer in the country. I think
Andy Warhol is the best. Kenneth Anger is the second best. And
now I’ve decided I’'m the third best. There was a question in my

mind whether Brakhage or myself was the third best, but nowI
think I am.¢

The smoothness of the diachronic outline of Smith’s development
a film-maker reflects the ease with which the formal and the hermetic poles
meet in any given film along that graph. In the ensemble of his work,
neoplasticism converges with Surrealism so undramatically that we at
forced to see that the distances among the theosophy of suprematism, the
Nf:oplatonism of Kandinsky and Mondrian, and the alchemical and Cab-
a‘llstlc metaphysics of Surrealism were not as great as among their respec
tive spatial and tropic strategies. Harry Smith already occupied the nev
theoretical center where neoplasticism and Surrealism might converge.
The hermetic artist is one who finds the purification, or the form
reduction, of his art coincident with his quest for a magical center that il
arts, and all consciousnesses, share. The paradox of hermetic cinema which
we encounter in the later films of both Kenneth Anger and Harry Smi
is that the closer it comes to self-definition the further it moves from av
tonomy, the more it seems to involve itself in allusion, arcane referenct,
S}:)ei(;utr}lxty. Wl}llile mbost of his contemporaries found first the dream and
e myth to i : ) i
following tlz’e A ;att}l:,epr())l‘slitmeed :1?:)}3;}1']0“ for cinema’s essence, f)?fg?e
he joined th ; ng geometry as its essence
J the others in a move to mythopoeia.
plexftl; rgi}ﬁlszh;terizzf;?g)’ of cinema in terms of its potential for COT\
more intricate. Yet his first Elto Simp licity. His early‘ ﬁ!ms i r.ogresslVC f
tactics. m 1s remarkably sophisticated in its range ©
ot e ot ccemic of ey St aimacons, w1
is reflected in several as pel;:et lCt? bl}ilty o e of visuat E, Wth]\.
drawn, Arp-like figures risi s of the film’s imagery and form. Its i
: _ st precise geometry, and the base itself, whe?
it becomes solid, has a tendency to | “ : the
right edge of the sereen, Fu. 1. yd odeave a band of a different color at :
into this context of ﬂuc;tuatio edge squares are mtegratefi rather uneast!
n and eccentricity. A vibration occurs whe?
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they appear at the beginning, in the middle, and just before the conclusion
of the film.

Positions and colors alternate quickly, jumping within the frame, as
two squares move toward each other along a virtual diagonal, as in Eg-
geling’s film. Shapes change as soon as they are formed; amorphous circles
turn into squares which open up to contain circles again. Only the original
hard-edged squares resist transformation as they fall again in the middle
of the film.

The instability of the base, which changes color, becomes texturally
settled, and can dissolve into splatterings, reflects the ambiguity of the
outlined forms which occasionally transform outside to inside. The film-
maker’s reference to “dirty shapes” in this film must refer to the vaguely
phallic wedge in the middle of the film, which becomes a triangle with a
hole through which a circle and a soft, again somewhat phallic, rectangle
pass. Once the ground turns into the figure in the manner of Richter’s
Rhythmus 21: a horizontal band expands in both directions, but before it
wipes the previous base away it bends upon itself as if to become a new
circle. As the outer shell dissolves, circles form within circles until the
distinction between a circle and a square weakens. Four soft triangles, with
holes in them, come together to suggest a rectangle. In the final appearance
of the rigid squares, they again overlap to create a negative space, and
they make the most complex set of variations in the film. .

The difficulty of adequately describing No. 1 reflects the excessive in-
stability of its imagery. Changes continually occur on at least two levels,
that of figure and that of base; there are often two or more simultgne(?us
developments on both levels, with perhaps one point of synchronization
between one figural and one base change, while all else is asynchronous.
This instability, which always seems about to resolve itself on the level gf
the figure, actually finds its satisfying conclusion, its unexpected telos, in
the two flashes, first eight frames long, then eleven, of the irregular yellow
and red shape—the chromatic climax of the film—just before the end.

In Nos. 2 and 3 Harry Smith abandoned the hand—c?rawn figure. He
concentrated on the exhaustive use of the batiking principle by which he
inserted the hard-edged squares into his first film. As he descrll?es 1t“ in an
interview in Film Culture Reader, that process involved plgcmg come
clean” dots on 35mm film, spraying color on it, then <.:over1r.1g tbe strip
with vaseline before removing the dots. Another spraying will give two
colors, one inside and one outside the circle. Of course the process can be
multiplied with different colors.

This shift of technique implied a new dynamics for the films. In }I:'IO};
1 the film-maker recognized the essential instability of a drawn ll}l;ae whlcl
has to repeat itself twenty-four times a second. He e}abgrated the yvkp e
form of his film out of this basic instability, exaggerating it and m(ljmllf lng_
it in structural and textural ways. The batiking process remove hd ess
sential vibration of line. Smith responded to this fact with morle) Iilgo?‘;f
thythmic form, a heightened centrality of imagery, a smoother balanc
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colors, and a strict reliance on basic geometrical figures. In No. 2 in par-
ticular he explored the use of offscreen space implicit in the opening and
in several moments of No. 1. By opening with and predominantly using
motion from the top to the bottom of the screen, he introduced a sense of
gravity around which the offscreen vectors are organized.

Several variations on the manifestation and rhythmic movement of the
circle alternate through the film: (1) a circle defines itself out of the wid-
ening of a section by the expanding of two radii or disappears by inversion;
(2) one circle or a phalanx of circles crosses the screen vertically or hori-
zontally; (3) a circle collapses from its circumference inward or expands
outward as far as or beyond the rectangle of the screen; (4) a circle splits
into two semicircles to reveal another circle behind it; (5) fixed concentric
circles; (6) a small circle turns within a larger one with a continual tan-
gency of circumferences.

The reliance on primary colors emphasizes the purity and regularity
of the film’s form. By making this directly on film with the batiked process
rather than animating it from drawings as is possible, Harry Smith main-
tained the vibrancy of directly applied color with its frame-by-frame fluc-
tuations which otherwise would be lost. There is also a minimum of ar-
bitrary blending and/or an absence of color at the points where the circles
meet the base. This and a discreet amount of flaking, especially on the
inlaid squares, give the film a textural immediacy. With the geometric reg-
ularity of the circles and the structural regularity of the film’s construction,
Smith has created a form in opposition to the color’s irregularity. The
result is more successful than the opposite tactic employed in No. 1.

When Smith says that “the action takes place either inside the sun or
in Zurich, Switzerland,” he is alluding to the hermetic source of the circle,
the sun, and suggesting that the film might also take place in the mind of
Carl Jung, then living in Zurich. His subsequent claim that No. 3 is the
most complex hand-painted film ever made is sustained by its comparison
with anything I have seen in this mode. The most ambitious aspects of
No. 1 agd 2 are merely preludes to the textural, rhythmic, and structural
complex1ty of No. 3. It is not difficult to believe the film-maker when he
says that it .took him several years of daily work to complete it.

It falls into three sections. In the first a hatch made of four bars (two
horizontal, two vertical, crossed over each other like a grid for playing tic-
tac-toe) grac_lually' turns into a field of squares, which in turn reveal a group
of ovglappmg diamonds which are central to the second section. There
e o o e, f s amid cpaning e
feitbmant]: Tho ol e 3:r of the film) and circles (characteristic of the

. es the ima
a spectacular climax inte

film.

) This htmfle the film-maker .ma}kes little use of offscreen space; he organ-
1zes much of the movement within the film in terms of the illusionary depth

. ge of the expanding circle to mount
grating the previous strategies and images of the
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of the screen. Images recede into and explode out of a deep center. Em-
phasis is placed on the relative positions of foreground and background
figures. The changes of color are more complex than in No. 2; solid hues
rest beside clearly defined areas of splattered paint and when figures over-
lap their common areas take on different colors. Finally, different rhythmic
structures mesh with a complexity equal to the most elaborate achieve-
ments of the entire graphic film tradition.

By the time he completed this film, Harry Smith had established con-
tacts with other film-makers, both in the San Francisco area where he was
working and in Los Angeles. It was at the same time that Frank Stauffacher
and Richard Foster founded Art in Cinema, where avant-garde films, both
those from the Europe of two decades earlier and new works, had their
first rigorous screenings on the American West Coast. Although Smith con-
tinued to paint throughout this period, he came to identify himself with
the emerging cinema. In fact, when Stauffacher and Foster split up and it
looked as if Art in Cinema would fail (as it did), he tried for a brief time -
to program new films for it. It is nearly impossible to pin Smith down on
specific dates within this period of the late 1940s and equally difficult to
fix his movements precisely from other sources. Nevertheless we know that
he worked in San Francisco and Berkeley during this time and that during
this period he met John and James Whitney of Los Angeles, who were to
have a decisive influence on him and later on Jordan Belson.

Between 1943 and 1944 the Whitney brothers had made Five Film
Exercises on home-made animating and sound composing equipment. One
of their highest ambitions was to produce “audio-visual music” or “color
music” by the synchronization of abstract transformations to electronic
sounds and by the utilization of basically musical forms for the overall
construction of their films. In one article of 1944, they refer to Bauer, a
source of inspiration they shared with Smith; in another, of 1945, they
speak of Mondrian and Duchamp (in so far as he urged mechanical re-
production over hand-made objects of art) as primary inspirations. Thglr
catly films show hard-edged or sometimes slightly out of focus figures in
i state of continual transformation and movement about the screen. A
shape that seems to curve three-dimensionally will change to make its ﬂa.t-
"6ss apparent (Film Exercise 1); the whole screen or half the screen Wlll

shwith color flickers (Film Exercise 2 and 3); and behind geometrical
anations; a reciprocal play of movement into and out of screen depth
wq] structure a film (Film Exercise 4); or a process of echo and recapitu-
]at’?ﬂ in different colors will be an organizing principle (Film Exercise 5)-
€r own notes for the catalogue of Art in Cinema most clearly define
€Ir aspirations:

FIRST SOUND FILM; COMPLETED FALL 1943

Besms with a three beat announcement, drawn out in tun.e,.d_
which thereafter serves as an imageless transition figure dividing
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the sections of the film. Each new return of this figure is con-
densed more and more in time. Finally it is used in reverse to
conclude the film. ..

This film was produced entirely by manipulation of paper
cut-outs and shot at regular motion picture camera speed in-
stead of hand animating one frame at a time. The entire film,
two hundred feet in length, was constructed from an economical
twelve feet of original image material.

FRAGMENTS; SPRING 1944

These two very short fragments were also made from paper cut-
outs. At this time we were developing a means of controlling
this procedure with the use of pantographs. While we were sat-
isfied with the correlation of sound and image, progress with the
material had begun to lag far behind our ideas. These two were
left unfinished in order to begin the films which follow.

FOURTH FILM; COMPLETED SPRING 1944

Entire film divided into four consecutive chosen approaches, the

fourth being a section partially devoted to a reiteration and ex-

tension of the material of the first and second sections.

SECTION ONE: Movement used primarily to achieve spatial
depth. An attempt is made to delay sound in a proportional
relationship to the depth or distance of its corresponding im-
age in the screen space. That is, a near image is heard sooner
than one in the distance. Having determined the distant and
near extremes of the visual image, this screen space is assigned
a tonal interval. The sound then moves along a melodic line
in continuous glissando back and forth slowing down as it
approaches its point of alternation direction . . .

SECTION TWO: Consists of four short subjects in natural se-
quence. They are treated to a development in terms alternately
of contraction and expansion or halving and doubling of their
thythm. Sound and visual elements held in strict synchroniza-
tion. . . .

SECTION THREE: A fifteen second visual sequence is begun every
five seconds after the fashion of canon form in music. This
constitutes the leading idea, a development of which is ex-
tended into three different repetitions. This section is built
upon the establishment of complex tonal masses which op-
pose ‘complex image masses. The durations of each are pro-
gressively shortened. The image masses are progressively sim-
plified and their spatial movement increasingly rapid.

SECTION FOUR: Begin§ with a statement in sound and image
which at its conclusion is inverted and retrogresses to its be-
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ginning. An enlarged repetition of this leads to the reiterative
conclusion of the film.

FIFTH FILM; COMPLETED SPRING 1944

Opens with a short canonical statement of a theme upon which
the entire film is constructed. Followed by a rhythmical treat-
ment of the beginning and ending images of this theme in alter-
nation. This passage progresses by a quickening of rhythm, in-
creasing in complexity and color fluctuation . . .

A second section begins after a brief pause. Here an attempt
is made to pose the same image theme of the first section in
deep film screen space. As the ending image recedes after an ac-
cented frontal flash onto the screen it unfolds itself repeatedly
leaving the receding image to continue on smaller and smaller.”

Harry Smith credits the Whitneys both with teaching him the tech-
niques of photographic animation and with helping him to formulate a
theoretical view of cinema.

He remained faithful to the circle, the triangle, and the square or rec-
tangle as the essential forms of visual geometry. Before the black-and-white
imagery of No. 4 begins, Smith pans the camera over a painting of his
from the same period. The movements on the painting are in color. In
contrast to his film work, the painting uses organic, bulb-like forms rather
than rigid geometrical figures. In Film Culture he described this painting:

Itis a painting to a tune by Dizzy Gillespie called “Manteca.”
Each stroke in the painting represents a certain note on the re-
cording. If I had the record, I could project the painting as a
slide and point to a certain thing.®

The possibility of translating music into images is another part of the her-
metic worldview. In practice Harry Smith’s use of sound with film has
been very problematic. The initial three painted films were made to.be
shown silently. After they were finished, the film-maker had the follonlng
experience: “I had a really great illumination the first time I heard. Dizzy
Gillespie play. I had gone there very high, and I literally saw all kinds of
wlor flashes. It was at that point that I realized music could be put to my
fims.” He claims that he then cut down No. 2 from an original length O”f
.. thirty minutes to synchronize it with Gillespie’s “Guacha 'Guero.
Neither the original long version nor the synchronized print survive.

Smith was notoriously self-destructive. The loss of several important
fims from his “Great Work” attests to this. He proved in films like No.
" and No. 12 that he could use both music and sound §ffegts meticu-
lougly, and in the case of the later film, with genius. His abillt)f in hax.ldhng
“ound makes all the more alarming the extreme casualness with which he
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(b)

Geometrical abstraction in (a) Harry Smith’s No.7
and (b) No. s5: Circular Tensiors

ut th > :
Abstracrimees first album with an anthology of his early fims, B
> for distribution. It seems as if he wanted to obscure the mor-

umentality of his achj . Al ;
updating the sound trivﬁmem In painting and animating film by simply

No.
dance of white ¢

screen orientation out of a simple grid
field of circular dots.
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No. 5, entitled C{rculfzr Tensions, extends the use of the moving cam-
era and superimposition into color and geometry. Against a black back-
gound a green square appears next to a red circle and triangle. Slowly
they begin to move around and over one another. Then an eccentrically
composed blue spiral appears dimly in superimposition, giving an illusory
depth to the black space behind the geometrical figures. Numerous bright
vellow lights sweep across the screen in different directions, leaving in their
wake a bounding red circle. Its scale remains constant as the camera zooms
in and out on superimposed rectangles.

In the late 1940s Harry Smith and Jordan Belson invited Hilla Rebay
of the Museum of Non-Objective Art (now the Guggenheim Museum) to
see their paintings when she was in San Francisco. That visit ultimately
resulted in a grant from the Solomon Guggenheim Foundation during
1951 for Smith to begin work on No. 7. When he moved to New York
at the completion of the film, he was again helped by Hilla Rebay and
given a studio in the Guggenheim Museum. At that time the Guggenheim
Museum specialized in collecting the works of Kandinsky and Bauer. Of
all of his films, No. 7 comes the closest to animating a painting of Kan-
dinsky in his geometrical style of the 1920s.

To make this film, Smith set up a primitive, back-screen projection
situation that worked with astonishing precision. One machine projected
black-and-white images on a translucent screen. On the other side of the
screen a 16mm camera re-recorded them. A wheel of color filters in front
of the camera was used to determine the hue of a figure or a background.
By keeping an accurate record of where any pattern was recorded on the
film strip, the film-maker could make elaborate synchronous movements
by means of several layers of superimposition. Most of the visual tropes
of No. 7 derive from earlier animations of Smith’s; but here they attain
their apogee of intricacy and color control. No use is made of foscreen
space. Illusory depth orients the entire film, but, unlike the earlier ﬁlrps,
there is a tension here between images which have their center of gravity
in the absolute center of the screen and sets of images with two or more
lateral centers. .

The film-maker’s note divides the film into four parts. In the first, if
my division is accurate, the following tropes are dominant: (1) colored
bars appear vertically, horizontally, or diagonally against the background
and widen to the edges of the screen until they become the backdrop; (2)
fings within rings of the same or different colors expand from the center
of the screen; (3) two laterally placed circles, one larger than the ot}}ie.r,
emerge and recede alternately from two points of gravity, exchanging t el;
telative scales in each alternation; (4) a central black.arcle enlarges wit
avaguely defined red corona; () circles and rings, in different colors, colr(n Z
out of screen depth simultaneously, and the area of their overlaPEmg ;’i‘ :k
o0 new colors; (6) an expanding square alternates between })elng . 21t )
Vithin against a diminishing colored space and colored within agains .

lack space; (7) amid these intricate variations of orderly patterns, eccen
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trically placed squares, circles, and squares containing circles appear; (§
different parts of the screen change at different speeds. A deep red accen
the first section.

In the second section the tonality shifts to a bluish-green with consii.
erable use of red and white. Here the triangle makes its first appearanc:
initially in sequential sets of four wedges exploding outward, later with ;
many as sixteen wedges in eight concentric rings. Generally, the placeme
of figures is more irregular than in the earlier section and the rhythn
interactions even more complex, because the central organizing pulse iscf
can suddenly fluctuate. When black circles with colored coronas appez,
complex explosions of rings of wedges are syncopated within them. As ti
film progresses, the pace of the explosions increases.

In the third section the importance of the circle diminishes; it only
appears at the end. The square and the rectangle take the center now. Al
over the screen there are squares, grids, and bars. There is no break in the
continual blending of different kinds of grids and squares throughout this
_section. This is the most decentralized part of the film. Throughout it, there
is a periodic but repressed background of exploding wedges. Towards the

end of the section a dialectic establishes itself between eccentricity and
centrality, in which the shift of axes of the wedges plays a decisive rok.

The final quarter of the film derives its pulse from the continual ex-
pansion of rings from the center of the screen. In opposition to this dom-
Inant trope: (1) fast moving sets of radiating rings appear eccentrically; (2
c1rcles.grow out of pie-like sections (as in No. 2) and reduce themselves
to sections; (3) squares emerge, turn into grids, and dissolve into blackness;
(4) a smgle red triangle wanders around the screen and disappears in s

center with an explosion of wedges; and (5) squares appear within squares.
After finishing No. 7, Harry Smith moved from San Francisco to New
York. There he began to make collage films. Unfortunately, all we knov
of No. 8 and No. 9 are his laconic notes. By the time he made No. 10
and No. 11, which are versions of the same film, he had a highly developed
c}cl)llage animation technique in color. Many of the formal operations of
E)f t‘;f‘;l;:’ efil;?sr;giiizaafny No. 7> were incorporated into these two films.
i seern oo g enCIOsodtensx;)dn in these works, the ‘relanqnshlp bgtween
tant. Similarly, the dia(;e tw OlFb i i pal.’tlculafly"mpor"
depth, betweel’l collage aC s A PRt W o 1111150?
Wik v et gravi% anclimitlon and abstract convulsions of the whole
tween sequences of tr%a;nsrf1 the screen as an open field of o o ol l)ed-
elaborate upon the strate i(::rmafnho-n and abrupt change, derive from
Both No. ro and Nog ity b5 5 . ibe anal
o o . 51 S are ppmted]y hermetic. They describe and"
duricing. Bedlihise n‘iaf dS,] Cabalistic symbolism, Indian chiromancy a"d,
animntion fmelé Withaliltsacas, fmd Renaissance alchemy. The process of
for lie.ol B ontinual transformations, provides the vehice
_glant equation. Surrealism’s : : in at

Ieast twice, A version of the hermetic enters !
& the logic of the occult analogies through unexpected
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and irrational juxtapositions. The first of these inclusions is a postman in
a child’s wagon, who plays an important role in the film because of his
resistance to being transformed. The second is the comic appearance of a
grimacing woman, looking out of a window near the end of both films.
The presence of such imagery, which jars the consistency of the film, pro-
vides yet another dialectic and paradoxically enriches the hermeticism it is
confounding by distancing it from the rational.

A detailed description of these films, shot as they are, would require
a volume. So many of the fleeting collages are composed of internal sub-
collages, associating within a single shape the iconography of different
cultures, that several pages would be needed to describe each one’s pres-
ence, which lasts on the screen perhaps a second, before one could go on
to the shape it changes into. Beyond that there is a welter of images and
symbols moving around or behind the central image at many points in the
film. In short, Harry Smith is utilizing cinema’s potential, through its speed,
to confound the perception of the spectator with a profusion of complex
imagery.

No. 10 begins with snow crystals falling through the frame. They be-
come a molecular cluster with an abstract circumference of outward point-
ing red wedges. The atoms of the molecule separate to become the tree of
life, an outlined figure with ten points which is the central Cabalistic di-
agram. A bird lands on it, turning it into a skeleton with various totemic
masks. The most dynamic and most often employed illusion of depth in
the film emerges from the creation of a recessed room or theater whose
walls are receding planes of different colors. As on a stage, it looks as if
a fourth wall has been removed so we can see within.

The first appearance of this theater coincides with the breakup of the
skeleton and its reformation as a masked shaman, who floats upward
through the ceiling and off-screen, leaving the space empty for a moment
before it fades out. Soon an athanor (a basic piece of alchemical equip-
ment) encloses an unsupported flame in the center of the room. In the
carlier films an act of enclosure, of circles within a square, for gxample,
almost always initiated a chain of transformations of the forms within the
framing device at a rhythm all its own. So too here, enclosures generate
interior metamorphoses. The fire constantly changes its sha}pe, becoqnng
birds and alchemical symbols, while the legged mask continues to circle
the stage.

Against a black background an Indian dancer ﬂ_oats down from the
top of the screen on a pill box. An entire constellation of §ymbols fuses
into the back of a playing card. When the dancer crosses in front of it,
she leaves her shadow on the card. Her dance is synchronousl‘y reﬂect(?d
in the shadow. Although she will soon be transforn}ed, her image will
reappear again, for she is the central female presence 1n No. ro. _

Throughout the transformations of the dancer, her sbadow remains
on the back of the card. The shadow dances by itself, Sendlf_lg out a hg};f_
ning stroke which creates a postman on a red wagon. He will become the



248 VISIONARY FILM

central male figure of the film, the dancer’s counterpart. At the completion
of the dance the shadow becomes the dancer, and she and the postman,
both inscribed in rings, orbit one another, while a series of rays emanate
from the center of the screen.

The spatial dialectic of the film now becomes more intricate. Layers
parallel to the plane of the screen tend to move or fracture to reveal an-
other plane immediately behind it. This happens, for instance, when an
object floats down-screen revealing the postman behind it. But when he
tries to reach the dancer, the theater reconstitutes itself, now subdivided
into barriers which frustrate his pursuit.

The moon descends from covering the whole screen to an arc witha
black spot above it. From behind flies an orbiting planet, followed by a
stork. Then a mushroom and the Rosetta Stone grow out of the moon.
The dancer steps from in back of one stone; from the other the postman,
They step behind these objects again and reappear as doubles: two iden-
tical dancers and two postmen.

The dancers and postmen join hands beside and on top of each other
in chiastic order, while the moon descends, leaving them floating in space.
In quick succession they change into a tree of life; a bird above three
serpents holding the sun, the moon, and the earth; and a headless man,
standing on the earth holding the sun and moon in his hands while smal
squares gush from his neck. He becomes a smaller version of the moon
than the one that has just descended. A Tibetan demon appears behind
that moon and carries it away in his mouth, while the couple float by on
a cerebrum, leaving a conch, which turns into the end title.

Most of the imagery of No. r1, or Mirror Animations, is identical to
that of No. ro. The film differs essentially in that it is carefully synchro-
nized to Thelonius Monk’s “Mysterioso.” Most of the significant scenes
of the earlier film recur here with slight variations; the dance of the Indian
and. her shadow, the pursuit within the subdivided theater, the chiromantic
var{ations, and the grimacing woman in the window, which has become
a picture frame all appear in approximately the same sequence. The tree
Of_ llfe, the spake, the symbols of the sun, moon, Hermes and Neptune
within the pillbox, the Tarot cards, and the athanor present themselves in
::ltgr(e)(fi tizngiisérzgletﬁ:ddhist and Tibetan imagery, as well as the entire

it sk pocseeingans ?nPPeara_nce_of the moon on, are absent. gl
who is created at the be inn9vatl(f)n}:n i e dre§sed e
flake, generates rhythrni% arrlllclllg B ﬁlm. when lightning st'rlkes o,
are synchronized to the pulse Stfnll\flmra{ dlffer'ences. . prlfestly i
ginning and end of the film finds remforcer s 1, coniaL 3 e ¥
figures and triangles of light =i zleH;fOrcemf_:nr PP T
finations Geone withis fhe aroun 1al I four sides gf the screen. The trans-
of her arms, even when sh ‘metrical pattern established by the movements

> S1€ 18 not on the screen. Her presence and the way

;}ll:nbrackets the whole film diminish the roles of the dancer and the post-
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Despite some elaborations on the spatial strategies of No. ro, such as
a scene in which the snake wraps itself around the back of the recessed
theater and snatches a figure within it, No. 11 underplays the dialectic of
depth and plane, so important in the earlier film. There are less convulsive
changes in the depicted screen space. The whole film seems to move more
slowly, and the dazzling flood of imagery is somewhat chastened.

This chastening and the presence of the priestess as the mediator and
controller of the operations of the film forecast the radical jump in style
to No. 12. This film, sometimes called The Magic Feature or Heaven and
Earth Magic, is Harry Smith’s most ambitious and most difficult work.
Although it is particularly difficult to assign dates to the animated films
he made in New York, No. 12 seems to have occupied him through most
of the 1950s, especially toward the end of that decade.

The original conception of this film exemplifies the myth of the ab-
solute film in its expansive form. The hour-long version that can be seen
today is but a fragment of the original plan, but even so, it is among the
very highest achievements of the American avant-garde cinema and one of
the central texts of its mythopoeic phase.

In the interview published in Film Culture, the film-maker describes

the plan for the whole film:

I must say that I’'m amazed, after having seen the black-and-
white film (#12) last night, at the labor that went into it. It is
incredible that I had enough energy to do it. Most of my mind
was pushed aside into some sort of theoretical sorting of the
pieces, mainly on the basis that I have described: First, I col-
lected the pieces out of old catalogues and books and whatever;
then made up file cards of all possible combinations of them;
then, I spent maybe a few months trying to sort the f:ards into
logical order. A script was made for that. All the script and the
pieces were made for a film at least four times as long. There
were wonderful masks and things cut out. Like when the dog
pushes the scene away at the end of the film, instead of the title
“end” what is really there is a transparent screen that has a can-
dle burning behind it on which a cat fight begins—s}}adow
forms of cats begin fighting. Then, all sorts of complu.:ated ef'—
fects; I had held these off. The radiations were to b_egm at this
point. Then Noah’s Ark appears. There were beautiful scratch-
board drawings, probably the finest drawings I ever made—re-
ally pretty. Maybe 200 were made for that one scene. Then
there’s a graveyard scene, when the dead are a.ll raised again.
What actually happens at the end of the film is everybody’s put
in a teacup, because all kinds of horrible monsters came ?rli,t o
the graveyard, like animals that folded into one anothe;. hend
everyone gets thrown in a teacup, which is made out of a ia:: n,
and stirred up. This is the Trip to Heaven and the Return, t
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the Noah’s Ark, then The Raising of the Dead, and finally the
Stirring of Everyone in a Teacup. It was to be in four parts. The
script was made up for the whole works on the basis of sorting
pieces. It was exhaustingly long in its original form. When I say
that it was cut, mainly what was cut out was, say, instead of the
little man bowing and then standing up, he would stay bowed
down much longer in the original. The cutting that was done
was really a correction of timing. It’s better in its original form.’

Although the film was shot in black-and-white, he built a projector with

color filters that could change the tint of the images. Furthermore, the

whole film was to be projected through a series of masking slides which
would transform the shape of the screen. The slides take the form of in-
portant images within the film, such as a watermelon or an egg. Thus the

entire movement would be enclosed within the projection of the slide. A
different filter could determine the color of the surrounding slides. The
whole apparatus functioned only once. In the late 1950s or early 1960s
he presented the film for potential backers at Steinway Hall in New York.
He would have liked to have installed seats in the form of the slide in-
ages—a watermelon seat, an egg seat, etc.—with an electrically controlled
mechanism that would have changed the colors and the slides in accor-
dance with the movements of the spectators in their seats. Lacking the
éxtravagant means necessary to achieve this, he manipulated the changes
by hand.

Despite the multiplicity of their references and obscure allusions Nos

1o angl II'OffCI' easier access to the viewer than No. r2. Here Smith avoids
historical iconography, with the possible exception of the universally un-
derstood skeleton. The form of the film evokes hermetic maneuvers, which
are all the more distanced because of their abstraction and lack of speci
ficity. The tone of the film seems to call for a close reading which the form
frustra}tes. Furthermore, the investigation of his sources, which he alludes
to obliquely in his note on the film, opens up seemingly fruitful approaches
to d};hf:h:o‘t?t?;l;t efver providi.ng_satisfying. in.sights. :

s ers from an elliptical dgscrnptnon of the film’s images t0
a usions about its sources. When he writes, “Next follows an elaborate
-y oillthn of the heavenly land in terms of Israel, Montreal and the second
g:;t EESJZEZ tltl}fereszum t}(; ;art'h from being eaten by Max Muller on the
deliberately Obscurir:, ergl ﬁfdlca-ted t.h e Great Sewer of London,” he is
Cabala, particularl fhe 31 mbWlth fuats about it By
The Kabbalah Unsz‘led- “'lr"ie Sl Vs
Holy Assembly,” and « h eLBOOk of Concealed Mystery,” “The et
interpret the tr, f life i o of g, Assembly.® SRR

ee of life in terms of the body of God, with intricate and

detaile ipti
e d descriptions of features, members, configurations of the beard, and
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The reference to Montreal, he later explained, indicates the parallel
influence of Dr. Wildner Penfield of the Montreal Neurological Institute,
whose extensive open brain operations on epileptics are described in Ep-
ilepsy and the Functional Anatomy of the Human Brain (Little, Brown,
Boston, 1954). Several aspects of Penfield’s book intrigued Smith: the hal-
lucinations of the patients under brain surgery; the topology and geogra-
phy of the cerebral cortex; and the distribution and juxtaposition of ner-
vous centers. His occasional remark that No. 12 takes place in the fissure
of Silvius, one of the major folds in the brain, is another allusion to Pen-
field. .

A photograph of Max Muller, the nineteenth-century philologist and
editor of The Sacred Books of the East, actually appears in the film. What
Smith does not say is that this is the only face, out of several, which has
a specific reference. Naturally, Smith’s identification of this figure, which
has a privileged place in the film, leads us to wonder, fruitlessly, who the
other Victorian visages might be. %

Finally, the allusion to the day the London sewers were inaugurated
turns out to refer to the cover story of an illustrated magazine that pro-
vided many of the elements of the collage. The very choice of late-
nineteenth-century engravings as the materials for his collage brings to
mind the influence of Max Ernst’s books, La Femme 100 Tétes and Une
Semaine de Bonté. As we shall see, there are other, structural links with
Ernst in this film.

The broadest outline of the “action” of No. 12 agrees with the film-
maker’s ironic note. As in No. 1o, there are two main characters, a man
and a woman; but here the man assumes the role of the priestess from No.
11, not that of the postman. Although Smith has described him as havmg
the same function as the prop-mover in traditional Japanese theater, }.llS
continual manipulations in the alchemical context of No. 12, coupled VV‘lth
his almost absolute resistance to change when everything else, including
the heroine, is under constant metamorphosis, elevates him to the status
of a magus. According to the argument of the film, he injects her Wlth a
magical potion while she sits in a diabolical dentist’s chair. She rises to
heaven and becomes fragmented. The “elaborate exposition of the heav-
enly land” occurs while the magus attempts a series of operations to put
her back together. He does not succeed until after they are eaten by the
giant head of a man (Max Muller), and they are descendmg. to earth in
an elevator. Their arrival coincides with an obscure. cele.bratlon,' seen in
scatological imagery (the Great Sewer), in whi.ch a climatic recaplfule;tlcl)ln
of the journey blends into an ending which is the exact reversal of the
opening shots. . .

’ Thi, reader of Dr. Penfield might identify the injection of the heron.le
and the subsequent explosion of her cranium with the ef_fects 'Ofl open fl;f R
surgery on the conscious patient. Since the operation 1s pain essf,i Td ‘;lr 3
local anesthetic has been applied to the surface of the skull, Penfield ha



(a) Harry Smith’s No. 72: The initial scene.
(b) The ascent to heaven on a dentist’s chair.

(c) The skeleton juggling a baby in the central tableau of
heaven.

d) Max Muller casts as

( pell on the Magus.
(e) The return to the init

ial scene.
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his patients talk while he probed their brains with his surgical needl.
Individual patients’ visions, memories, sensory illusions, and motor rea.
tions when particular areas of their brains were touched were recorded by
Penfield in numerous case histories.

A significant case of the fusion of a religious cosmology with ment|
disorder would be Daniel Paul Schreber’s Memoirs of My Nervous II-
ness.'® Harry Smith first brought this book to my attention in a context
unrelated to No. 12, but later he referred to the first tableau after the
ascent as “Schreber’s heaven.” In the book, a well educated, influentia
German jurist vividly describes two periods of extreme paranoia in 188,
and 1893. The text is neither clinical nor apocalyptic. Although Schreber
sees himself as mentally disturbed, he presents his fantasies as metaphysic:|
revelations and himself as the privileged martyr to these insights. In es-
sence, his thesis is that God attracts human nerves to the “forecourts of
heaven.” Among his numerous paranoid hallucinations were the ideas thit
he had contact on the nerve plane with other people, which they refused
to admit in the flesh; that his stomach had been replaced with an inferior
one; and that the boundaries of male and female were confused within
him. Freud wrote a psychoanalytical study of the book, finding in it 2
psychosis based on homosexual fears. Harry Smith seems to be interested
in it? as in all psychological phenomena, because of the quality of its imag-
ination.

Schreber’s father, Daniel Gottlob Moritz Schreber, was a physician
and author of a very popular exercise book, Medical Indoor Exercises.
From this book Smith took the character of the magus. By cataloguing the
illustrations for the exercises, he collected a sequence of gestures which he
animated into all the movements of the film’s main character.

What makes No. r2 much more complicated than its argument and
what obscures its outlines is the multiplicity of details filling the images
and the refusal on the part of the film-maker to indicate levels of impor-
tance among these details. For example, before the dentist’s chair can be
used, it must be adjusted. A bird might lay an egg, out of which comes
the hammer with which the magus can transform the dentist’s chair. Other
ﬁg1_1re§ carry out _bOtﬂeS, mortars and pestles, and enema bulbs to prepare
e e e S, st el
heroine. Since the view ] Pfepar;:tlon i e o be iseed g £
a series of operations 6}11‘ e —py th.e desxreq end of an‘operation ¢

r > he must divide his attention evenly among these
endless and varied procedures.

screeIII: viiﬂ:l?lls?ai?g}l countles?s creatures and things are crossing the
walking house, 2 cow, 4 2;“’ g0ing on—a ('iog, a cat, a skeleton horsif, a
birds, At times’ i » @ sheep, two Spoon-h}ce creatures, an l’.lomuncu us,
. e con'tl‘lbute to the operation at hand, but just as often

their participation is deliberately obscure. ,
Cont"il;lfilealtefcolizlggglem(zlf (c)l;séancmg the dramatic' fgcus of a story !aehinc.i a
venly accented detail is a literary tactic dating
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from the novels of Raymond Roussel, before the First World War, and
periodically revived, most recently in the plays of Richard Foreman. In
No. 12 Harry Smith has offered its hypostatic equivalent in cinema. His
continual alternation of associative and disassociative sound effects un-
derlines this distancing; for as often as he will synchronize the sound of a
dog barking when the dog crosses the screen or of screams when the
woman is being dismembered, he will connect mooings with a horse, sud-
denly inject applause, or preface or follow an event with the sound ap-
propriate to it.

Perhaps even more disorienting than the pressure of detail or the di-
alectic of sound is the random combination of certain recurrent images.
Like Brakhage in Prelude: Dog Star Man, Harry Smith found a way of
incorporating chance operations in his film without sacrificing its structure.
In Film Culture he says:

All the permutations possible were built up: say, there’s a ham-
mer in it, and there’s a vase, and there’s a woman and there’s a
dog. Various things could then be done—hammer hits dog;_
woman hits dog; dog jumps into vase; so forth. It was possible
to build up an enormous number of cross references.!

I tried as much as possible to make the whole thing auto-
matic, the production automatic rather than any k?nd of !oglcal
process. Though, at this point, Allen Ginsberg denies having
said it, about the time I started making those films, hf_: tpld me
that William Burroughs made a change in the Surrealistic pro-
cess—because, you know, all that stuff comes from the Surreal-
ists—that business of folding a piece of paper: One person
draws the head and then folds it over, and somebody else draws
the body. What do they call it? The Exquisite Corpse. Some-
body later, perhaps Burroughs, realized that something was d}-d
recting it, that it wasn’t arbitrary, and that there ws;ls some kin
of what you might call God. It wasn’t just chance.!

I never did finish that sentence about the relation of surreal—
ism to my things: I assumed that something was controlling the
course of action and that it was not simply a1_'b_1tra1:*y, so that by
sortilege (as you know, there is a system of_ d1v11r31at10n called
“sortilege”) everything would come out alright.

Smith’s use of chance coincides with his idea of the mantic fflnCtl(})ln
of the artist. He has said, “My movies are made by G (.)d; I wan JUStlt) ?
medium for them.” The chance variations on the basic lm?glgltlc voila tlllle
lary of the film provide yet another metaphpr between his film an
Great Work of the alchemists. For the Renaissance a
ration of his tools and of himself equalled in importance .

Ichemist, the prepa-
t of trans-
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formation itself. Since every element in an alchemical change had to be
perfect, each instrument and chemical had its own intricate preparation,
Alchemical texts tend to read like endless recipes of purification, fire-
making, etc. The commitment to preliminaries is so strong that in its spir-
itual interpretation, alchemy becomes the slow perfection of the alchemis:;
the accent shifts from goals to processes. The viewer of No. 12 finds
himself confronted with repetitive scenes of preparation—an egg hatches
a hammer, which changes a machine, which will produce a liquid, etc.—
toward a telos that brings us back to the beginning. The characters of the
film end up precisely as they were at the beginning. Everything returns to
its place of origin.

No. 12 shares with the mythopoeic cinema of Brakhage, Anger, and
Markopoulos the theme of the divided being or splintered consciousness
which must be reintegrated. As I have shown in the previous chapters, this
theme is an inheritance from Romanticism. In Smith’s version of the myth,
heaven and the human brain are conflated. When the physically divided
woman first arrives in heaven she is seen within the frame of a female
head. Her release from the anxieties of selfhood comes at the end of the
film when the elevator brings her back to earth, down through the titanic
body of Max Muller, who is last seen circumscribed by the same female
head. Her disappearance from the action of the middle of the film cannot
be construed as an escape from her anxiety, which I have called selfhood;
these are her moments of maximal fragmentation, when all of the mags’
efforts are directed at bringing her back, or at least preparing the tools
do so.

Although there is no movement into or out of screen depth, various
strategies are employed to suggest, at times, a recess of space there. The
radiating balls, which help to create the illusion of ascent and descent 0
and from heaven, are the first of these. A room or theater is suggested
immediately afterward in the first of the heavenly landscapes. Finally, the
image of the Great Sewer, the last backdrop of the film, gives the impres-
sion of a group of receding arcades.

Among the more interesting spatial strategies in No. 12 are the sudden
manifestations of the law of gravity. Through most of the film, figures
simply move along virtual horizontal lines imagined within the black back-
ground. They do not need the support of a floor or structure to keep fron
falling out of the frame. But occasionally, as when the arch forms in the
lower part Of the screen, such support suddenly becomes necessary. Tht
most dramatlc use of this change of pace occurs during the episode in
which a line of couches descends vertically down the screen. They creat
?m‘;o;d} r}r:éhn;stslils screen}.1 The magus cannot pass wiFhout leaping on [0
fost oven }l:e - (fi; bCOUC'es for support. His alternative, of course, i ©

y using the umbrella.
e e onfrmion o e v e kg vl
el Norm:H es through which the magus walks or rides on tl
- Y, passage across the screen is smooth, along a sing*
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plane. When he begins to pass through arches by crossing in front of the
right-hand pillar and behind the left-hand pillar of the arch, a sense of
depth emerges without the illusion of diminishing into the vanishing point
of the screen.

The circularity of the film’s form, the use of nineteenth-century en-
gravings, and above all the theme of the mutable woman recall Max
Ernst’s collage novel, La Femme 1oo Tétes (1929), whose title in French
puns as the woman with roo (cent) heads or the woman without (sans)
heads. That novel, in collage pictures, begins and ends with the same im-
age. Within it are sections and subsections built on varying degrees of
thematic and narrative sequence. Whenever a series of plates has a specific
narrative and therefore temporal logic, Ernst introduces another image or
images into the collage which does not follow the same unity of time or
scale.

The collages abound in complex machinery and scenes of violence and
dismemberment. Studying the images in sequence, the reader experiences
promises of narration which continually evaporate or transform into
chains of metaphor. The ultimate unity of the book is that of the dream.
Harry Smith has said that he let his dreams determine the filming of No.
12. According to his account, he slept fitfully in the studio where he was
filming for the entire year in which the film was being shot. He would
sleep for a while, then animate his dreams. The exact relation between his
dreams and the structure of the film is ambiguous, unless we can suppose
that he dreamed the life of the figures he had already cut out and assembled
for his film. What is more likely is that he established an intuitive rela-
tionship between the structure of his dreams and the substructure of the
film.,

In 1971 at Anthology Film Archives Smith spontaneously delivered a
lecture to a group of students he happened upon in that .tl‘leater. As they
were looking at a film, not by him, in the realist tradition—a ﬁlm of
photographed actuality—he said, “You shouldn’t be looklng_ at this as a
continuity. Film frames are hieroglyphs, even when they look like actuality.
You should think of the individual film frame, always, as a glyph, and
then you’ll understand what cinema is about.” ‘ _

It is certainly true that within Smith’s own work the hieroglyph is
essential. When he finally began to shoot actuali.tles fqr No. 14'(196 5), he
translated the spatial and temporal tactics of his earlier ﬁlpls into super;
imposed structures. From an opening reel—for the ﬁlm is made up o
whole, unedited one hundred foot reels of film multiply-exposed in the
camera—in which relatively flat and carefully controllefi surfacgs (a Com;
position of a store window or animated objects) are laid upon 1rnag<:,is o
depth (receding night lights or rooms), thg film progeedg to more ranc orr:
conjunctions of autobiographical material, from mterlorshto ﬁextlerlol >
from richly orchestrated colors to washed-out browns. Int }elz nal rei:esci
the flm gradually retraces its formal course, returning to the anima

- ot ture of the opening. In the center
precision, spatial dialogue, and surface tex
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of the film Smith himself gets drunk while discussing his project for 4
recording of the Kiowa peyote ritual with Folkways records, and after 4
passage of leader—he did not even cut off the head and tail leaders that
were attached to the individual rolls—we see the Kiowa and their envi-
ronment. It is as if he had opened up his hieroglyphic art to make a space
for a limited self-portrait.

Later he managed to fuse animation directly to live photography when
he combined “The Approach to Emerald City,” the most complete of the
surviving fragments of No. 13, with a sequence he shot in 1968 with a
teleidoscope (a projecting kaleidoscope of his own construction) in order
to make The Tin Woodsman’s Dream. The temporal hiatus between the
two parts of this film apparently means nothing to Smith, who sees the
whole of his work, not just his cinema, as a single edifice.

Jordan Belson, Smith’s closest associate in their early years in San
Francisco, has made a contribution to the graphic film of comparable mag-
nitude. Curiously, like Smith, he made a teleidoscopic film, Raga (1959),
as well as at least one effort at dealing with actual surfaces with the control
of an animator, Bop Scotch (1953). But proceeding from an attitude to-
wards time and the working process diametrically opposed to Smith’s, he
has suppressed these films. In Belson’s formulation of the absolute film, at
least until 1970, the newest work is the only present film; it subsumes and
makes obsolete his earlier achievements.

Belson is aware of the philosophical consequences of such a commit-
ment to the all-consuming present. He is reticent about discussing his own
past, and what he does say of it underlines his distance from it. Interest-
ingly, that reticence extends to discussions of the “past” of the very films
he willingly exhibits, particularly the techniques of their making. Yet he is
eager to discuss the spiritual sources of his films. This is not inconsistent,
as the films aspire to incarnate those source experiences and save them
from time. They are transcendental, and their maker is a transcendentalist.

~ Jordan Belson too began his career as a painter and soon allied himself
with Smith and the Kandinsky-Bauer tradition, although, to judge from
his scrolls from the early fifties, he never committed himself to hard-edged
geometry. Instc_:ad, he located his style in proximity to the later paintings
of Kand{nsky in which the rigidly defined forms give way to a more at-
mospheric abstractionism and a painterly treatment of line and shape.

Th.e few early films I have managed to see grow out of and inform
the paintings, for there is an undisguised will toward movement in the
sFrolls. Belson graduated from the California School of Fine Arts in 1946
g:llztt;vgc; ey);atars befpre Peterson gave his.ﬁrst film-making course there),
his first film }T;S::;;sl:zs};lr?d s o Art in Cinema, he ma.tde
SRl L & utation (1947), Wth'h is now destroyed. Accord%ng

maxer, it was made under the immediate inspiration of seeing

i{)iscthter’s Rhythmus 21. Improvisations #1, from the following year, is also
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The earliest surviving films date from the beginning of the 1950s:
Mambo (1951), Caravan (1952), Mandala (1953), and Bop Scotch (1953).
The first three describe a gradual movement toward meditative imagery
and rhythms. 'From.the rather expressionistic oval forms, bright colors,
and calligraphic designs of Mambo, which at times resembles the texture
of William Baziotes’s paintings, Belson refined his imagery in Caravan,
emphasizing both the geometrical (radiating circles against moving back-
grounds) and the biomorphic (serpentine and spermatoid shapes). Al-
though the yin-yang emblem finds its way into Caravan, it is the subse-
quent film, Mandala, that definitively aspires to be an object of meditation
in the Easter tradition, as its name indicates. The geometry of Mandala is
even more emphatic than in the earlier film. The transformations are
slower, and there are discrete jumps in positions. For the first time a dis-
crete pulse gives a regular rhythm to the entire film.

After another period of concentration on his painting, Belson was led
back to cinema after collaborating with the composer Henry Jacobs on
the Vortex concerts of abstract and cosmic imagery with electronic sound
at the San Francisco Planetarium (1957-1959). Of the finished and aban-
doned films from this period, Flight (1958), Raga (1959), Seance (1959),
Allures (1961), LSD, and Illusions (dates uncertain), the author has seen
only Allures and the teleidoscopic film Raga. They represent the termina-
tion of his initial conception of cinema and forecast the transition to his
mature style, which emerges after still another renunciation of cinema—
this time in a profound despair over the value of art. Simply stated, the
early films, up until and including Allures, are objects of meditation. The
subsequent works, his nine major films, describe the meditative quest
through a radical interiorization of mandalic objects and cosmological im-
agery.

Allures is actually the filmic result of Belson’s experience with the Vor-
tex concerts in the late fifties. Although it blends images of becoming and
apperception (dissolving and congealing spheres, color flickers, hot sp_ots
of light) with its predominantly geometrical and mechanically- symmetrlcal
patterns, it comes short of delineating a perceptual process in its overall
structure. These moments of organic metamorphosis bind toget}}er ar'ld
bracket the electro-astronomical imagery (expanding ringS, receding cir-
cles, emerging spirals, eclipses, oscilloscopic lines, dot gr1d§, apd spheres
of orbiting pin-point lights) which forms the center of attention in the film.

Belson acknowledges a debt to James Whitney as his instructor in the
mandalic potential of the graphic film. Aside from the film exercises he
made with his brother John, James Whitney has made two ﬁlms of his
own, Yantra (1950-1955) and Lapis (1963-1966). The latter is the glost
elaborate example of a mandala in cinema. It utilizes a ﬁe}d pf tiny dots,
symmetrically organized in hundreds of very fine concentric rings, ;0 gen:
erate slowly changing intricate patterns which are most Pfgilse It 'etcenf
ter of the wheel, disintegrating at the outer rings. The film consists 0
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influence of Foucault, Derrida, and Lacan; the paradigm of modernist, or
even high art, cinema was under assault; feminism became the single most
dynamic arena of energy generating both new films and critical discussions;
the exchange of ideas and exhibitions between America, Europe, and Asia
led to an international style in avant-garde film-making. The consequences
of these developments can still be felt, but in the long run, the avant-garde
cinema was less profoundly affected than many other domains, even
though film-makers’ poetics remains in eclipse, at least as many women as
men are numbered among the prominent working film-makers, and mass
culture plays a considerable part in the intertextual references of many of
the influential films of the past two decades.

A tendency toward international distribution, and to a lesser degree
production, has actually strengthened the various national traditions
within the avant-garde cinema. A brief push for feature-length, narrative
films failed, yet again, to open an avenue toward wider commercial ac-
ceptance, revealing the surprising strength of film-makers clinging to the
poverty of 8mm, or silent, or black and white, or hand-painted and
scratched films.

The deaths of older, and some younger, film-makers seems to have
altered the historical picture as much as, if not more than, the theoretical
and ideological revolutions: Hollis Frampton (1984), Andy Warhol (1987),
Jack Smith (1988), Harry Smith (1991), Gregory Markopoulos (1992),
Marjorie Keller (1993), Paul Sharits (1993), Warren Sonbert ( 1995), Joyce
Weiland (1998), James Broughton (1999), and Sidney Peterson (2000).
Keller, Sonbert, and Frampton, who had been regularly producing influ-
ential and powerful films, died at the height of their powers; Frampton
was in the midst of a vast serial epic, Magellan. In the cases of Warhol,
Jack Smith, and Markopoulos, films which they had removed from distri-
bution for nearly twenty years began to reappear posthumously in the
nineties with renewed force.

Quiescent film-makers Peter Kubelka and Bruce Conner have had their
greatest influence during this time. Kubelka’s lecture tours, expounding the
power of the “synch-event,” has helped to form the consciousness of sound
possibilities for a new generation of film-makers. That generation has mas-
sively followed Conner (and Joseph Cornell) in mining stock footage and
old films for the raw materials of their works. They are film-makers who
began to exhibit in the nineties, bringing with them an audience for avant-
garde cinema larger and more enthusiastic than any we have seen since
the early seventies. Their work is so protean and diverse that it cannot be
encompassed in this chapter.?

WITHIN THE HISTORICAL MORPHOLOGY OF
the American avant-garde cinema the Menippean satire (or Menippea)
gradually became the dominant new genre. A dialogue of forms and voices,
open to narrative elaborations but not requiring them, in which characters
embody ideas rather than manifest complex psychologies, the Menippea
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became the favqrite genre of “postmodernists” internationally. Its roots
are to be foun_d in ancient Greece and its revival is by no means limited
to postrpodermsm. All the ideas proposed in a Menippean satire are sub-
ject to irony; the very concept of a philosophical resolution becomes an
occasion for parody. Fantasy and realism alternate or even coincide, more
often than not with a concatenation of styles and perspectives. The Men-
ippea frequently incorporates other genres and films-within-flms.

In the American avant-garde cinema Sidney Peterson had fused the
Menippea with the trance film in the late forties. Nelson’s and Wiley’s The
Great Blondino, Rice’s The Queen of Sheba Meets the Atom Man, Jonas
Mekas’s Guns of the Trees, and Landow’s Wide Angle Saxon and On the
Marriage Broker Joke . . . are Menippean satires. Michael Snow had even
acknowledged these generic affiliations by naming his encyclopedic work
of 1975 after Diderot’s great example of the genre, Rameau’s Nephew.

Yvonne Rainer, the only major American film-maker whose work is
entirely in this genre, has frequently cited Godard as her source of inspi-
ration; indeed, Godard’s most influential films are Menippean satires. In a
sense, her version of the Menippea, fully matured after Kristina Talking
Pictures (1976), was born in reconciliation of the contradictory interaction
of Godard and the principles of Laura Mulvey’s influential essay, “Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975). Rainer’s influence and that of her
films has been enormous, especially on the work of younger women film-
makers, who have generally found a path between her European elective
affiliations and the native avant-garde traditions.

The grand serial projects of Hollis Frampton, Hapax Legomena and
the unfinished Magellan, were Menippea as well. That distinguishes them
formally from Brakhage’s mythopoeic and autobiographical epics. Their
dialogical structure was a defense against the engulfing subjectivity at the
heart of Brakhage’s cinema, which Brakhage himself intuited when, amidst
the most severe crisis of his career, he made his own Menippean satire,
the Faust series (1987—-1989). It was in this spirit that Frampton had in
1972 ironically proposed “Brakhage’s Theorem:

For any finite series of shots [‘film’] whatsoever there exists ip
real time a rational narrative, such that every term in the series,
together with its position, duration, partition and reference, shall
be perfectly and entirely accounted for.?

In 1981 the feminist theorist Teresa De Lauretis, critically analyzmg
Snow’s Presents, unwittingly echoed Frampton’s formulation with a

straight face:

As my reading of Presents suggests, thf: pl.'oductlon of meaning
and, thus, the engagement of subjectivn:y‘ in the process of seeing
and hearing a film are never wholly optsxde of_ narrative . . .
[Narrative] is a condition of signification and identification pro-



