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Right from cinema’s year one, there was a dividevben a cinema of observation and
a cinema of manipulation. By a nice symmetry, withiyear of the use of the camera
by the Lumiére Brothers to observe the world arotiedan, Méliés the magician saw
the camera as a means of cutting up and reassgmbéiity for magical effects.
Auguste and Louis Lumiére saw the possibilitiesnidmicking real-time; Georges
Méliés saw the possibilities for illusion, of shagithat the impossible had occurred,
in effect reinventing the way we see. In trutlg tumieres were fascinated by the
camera as machine, Méliés by the film strip asri@s®f still frames which could be
magicked into movement. In honour of their conterapy and fellow countryman,
Marcel Proust, whose promenades along Swann’s \Waiyhee Guermantes’ Way were
used as metaphors for the course of his adultlldan describe these two poles of film
aesthetics as the Lumiere Way and the Méliés Way.

When in the New-Frontier America of the early 1968 cult of the new and
experimental found heroism in the creative indiglda different kind of film-making
from that of Hollywood rose to the surface, ond #teove to map quite different
territory, both in subject matter and method. At tentre of this movement was Stan
Brakhage, who although only 27 in 1960 had maders¢ghort films, the first in 1953
(when he was only 20), and Amticipation of the Nigh¢1958), a 40-minute work in
which his preoccupation with light was beginningtunterbalance and overwhelm
the ‘psychodramas’ he used as subject matter. fiignily, his work is the most
significant expression of the Mélies Way since Mglhimself. A particular milestone
in this development wabhe Wonder Rin¢l955), in which he used documentary to
transform mundane steel structures (the Third Aeexlavated railway in New York)
into patterns of sunlight and shadow, in effecélloration of light, to transform a
banal reality into a place of wonder. The lighsfiang through the window frames
shuttling through the station became a metaphath#projector light flashing through
the celluloid frames. The film also eliminated dept the image or ‘de-emphasized’
perspectiveand the use of this tactic began to mark Braktsagsteat from Western
perspective, which is another link with the MéMay, at least in Brakhage’s eyes. In
his lecture on Méliés from 1970 he claimed thati&twas obsessed to attack the
whole of Western painterly trappings — Renaissaqaespective in itself: he therefore
began to conceive his movie scenes as a series\atbte ‘flats’, offering a minimal

‘vanishing point’ and maximal relationship to tr@een against which they would be
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projected.? The Wonder Ringreates a private experience seen through the'snind
eye, more open on the inside in a way than toehéty on the outside. This inner
vision is characterized by a nervous intensitynaasges merge and jump into one
another, assembling the hundreds of pieces ofifitma visionary whole.

All this work from the 1950s has a radically expemntal feel, as if Brakhage
experienced no fears in trying to reveal what di@era was capable of, now that
smaller and lighter models were on the market.l&yend of the 1950s, he had
achieved a technical mastery of the equipment nedmake films without sound,
having discovered that sound was a dispensablesalkeoh film-making. Also, he had
learnt to engage with the film in its most physiftam: a strip of polyester with
sprocket-holes at the side, and composed of indaliftames. His most radical idea
was to think not in terms of shots but of indivitiframes lasting 1/24th of a second,
and to explore the minimal threshold at which ingage the screen registered on the
spectator’s consciousness. Brakhage’s head wdsdtwith visual ideas and personal
experiences which he wanted to realize on film Jevhoth his employment in film
laboratories and his private film-making saw hinmt@ver the editing table, handling
film, seeing frames in close up, feeling the enarddn the strip of film. Film he
concluded was physical matter, an idea very comgomih contemporary American
painting, especially Jackson Pollock whose studakBage visited as an awe-struck
young man. He must have been impressed by théntamsity of Pollock’s work
when paint was dripped, dribbled and flung at @#wevas. An interesting link can be
made to the painter Francis Bacon who achievedraathaus vitality in his handling
of paint, and who contrasted texture in a photdgrapich “seems to go through an
illustrational process” with that of a painting whi“seems to come immediately onto
the nervous systeni”.Brakhage’s empathy with Pollock’s surfaces ‘cagnimto the
nervous system’ is partly behind his wanting tm$farm observational cinema into
something that would engage the optic nerve byodyming the way his own nervous
system reacted to what he saw.

By 1960 Brakhage was ready to pour his learning anbig work of art, one
that stepped away from his private world onto ardostage. Sitney used the
neologism ‘mythopoeia’ to describe its ambitiorge making of myth in order to
make the world anevRrelude: Dog Star Mats in five parts. A long opening, called
the Prelude (25 minutes) is a film about creatasrihe world and of consciousness.
Part 1 (30 minutes) is of a man struggling up aeshvith an axe; Parts 2, 3and 4 (5, 7
and 6 minutes each) complete the narrative; reispégtthey feature a birth, a ‘sexual

daydream’ and the woodman chopping at a deadTreeman struggling up the hill is
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mythic in recalling Sisyphus, as his efforts seemitless and endless, but the film does
in fact reach a climax, as he wrestles with the.tr€hat the man is played by
Brakhage himself is an important index of his Rotitasm, in which the artist is at the
centre of the world, and creation is a heroic argestive process which would not
allow anyone else to play the central role. Hanisartist in the mould of the
Nietzschean superman, like Pollock and Bacon, whissenary gift takes him outside
conventional society and mainstream art, challepthiat mainstream to follow.

The film is elemental, with the primary elemenirigglight. It is light shining
through the transparent celluloid that createsrtages, their forms and colours.
Brakhage’s gift to us is in recapturing that prirgahblity of the first appearance of the
world, in swirls of colour, in half-envisioned shegand pictures, in the rearing-up
majesty of the Colorado landscape (where Brakhaggelwing). The seminal image is
of solar flares, footage which he obtained from lBeuObservatory, the rim of the sun
seen during a solar eclipse showing great glofiéise hurled into the atmosphere
and falling back again.

The film is therefore of public visible creatiamd like the Book of Genesis,
Brakhage couples this with individual private creat It is therefore a hymn to the
nuclear family — to Brakhage himself and his wigad and a new-born baby — the
entry into consciousness of new human life, to im#te creation of the world. To see
this film for the first time is to experience arniepf revelation of a created universe
extending from the macrocosm to the microcosm.

At the same time as Brakhage’s whole-heartechpudown the Méliés
Way is a journey in counterpoint, the rediscovedrthe virtues of early observant
cinema — the Lumiére Way — by Andy Warhol, onlyearyor two older than Brakhage,
who came to film via Pop Art. Warhol had alreadyneoto notice by the time he took
up film-making, having had his first one-man showib62. From the beginning, like
Brakhage he wanted to make cinema anew, in a veyctiuld be described in direct
opposition to Brakhage’s aspirations. By running ¢amera uninterrupted and
immobile, pointed at individuals who barely seertedove, Warhol threw down a
crude challenge to the spectator. Many hours wf Vilere shot in this way and seen as
a whole, some development of technique is discErnds if he were reinventing the
history of the cinema. This history may be summgdhuthe distance travelled from
his first phase such &eep(1963), which uses a fixed camera and “shows a man
sleeping for six hours. (It is actually three hoof$en-minute segments that were shot
over a six-week period. Each segment is shown tyiftln the next phase, Warhol

added sound to the fixed camera in order to filanatios written by Ronald Tavel
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(for exampleHarlot (1964)), although because the sound was opticadigrded
directly on film during shooting, the words arexaetly audible. The third phase used
scenarios and were co-directed by Chuck Wein, adtimg in the radical complexity
of The Chelsea Girl§1966), a series of half-hour takes of individpatftraits and
conversations shot at the Chelsea Hotel in New amidk made up into a 3 %2 hour
film, making extensive use of the zoom lens andhmfovhich is split-screen, i.e.
showing two takes side by side, a combination efabmpelling as we catch some of
what is said, and frustrating because of the poond quality, and the impossibility of
taking in two screens simultaneously. A fourth ghsaw Warhol moving to a more
commercial cinema by the use of colour and cleandtvacks. The complete
trajectory is a version in miniature of cinema’velepment: fixed images/black-and-
white/no sound through to camera movement/editedjés/colour/sound.

Both Brakhage’s and Warhol’s films contain the ib#ities of a different kind
of cinema from the commercial narrative film. Altigh this led to a reaction from
other experimental film-makers against the unbodrgleality of the films in order to
reassert a classical rigour in the way their owmdiwere structured and assembled, it
is hard to imagine Michael Snowgavelengti{1967) and Hollis FramptonZorns
Lemma(1972) without them. In their own way they synibked the ‘spiritual’ or
metaphysical impulse implicit in Brakhage’s filmsdathe cool fascination with
humanity in Warhol’s world.

While the conventional description Wfavelengththat it is a zoom from one
end of a room to another, makes it sound as ifingthappens, in fact it is constantly
giving us new information. Things d@mppen. Most obviously, there are four incidents
in the film: first of all, two people move a boolseainto the room; secondly, two
women enter, and while one sits on the promineldwechair at the end of the room,
the other stands by the window and plays the Beatlag ‘Strawberry Fields’ when
the first woman then leaves, and at the end o$ting, the other one leaves; thirdly, in
one of the night periods, a man staggers intodberat the bottom of the frame (the
zoom is now closing in on the window), and fallghe floor; fourthly, again at night,

a woman enters and uses the phone to tell sombanthere is someone lying on the
floor; “What shall | do?” she says and then leavdss elliptical and unexplained
narrative might be thought to be the content offilheg but it is overwhelmed by the
‘narrative’ of the zoom in space. The room itsel§parsely furnished, and uncarpeted.
The film starts in daylight, then the day becomigbith) and then it is daylight again,

but only as long as the windows are visible inftaene, for when they pass out of our

visibility, the film’s timeframe begins to vanisompletely.
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The soundtrack is very important in cementingfilne into a whole. For the
first fifth of the film, we hear traffic outside ¢hwindow. It is then taken over by an
electronic sine wave which starts at 50 cyclesiaagtases to 12,000 cycles over the
bulk of the film. Right at the end it disintegrata® a rising and falling sound. It is
the sound that provides the film’s real minimalisthalso gives tension, for you think
it is building to a climax, that it cannot get dmgher or harsher, but then it does and
you never get to a sound climax. This tension hedgsuild the film to a close.
Compared to the sound, the image is very impuret odly does the film have the
series of incidents described, but it changes c¢aad flickers, and every now and
then images appear in superimposition, as a rekthie readjustment of the camera as
new spools of film are loaded: every now and tlilea,camera has in effect taken a
small step backwards and that bit of the zoom b&® trepeated.

If the sound does not in the end obtain closinejmage does. At the
beginning of the film we remark (if we have seea fitm before) on the pictures
pinned to the wall between the windows, and thatamnot decipher them, i.e. they
are out of our mental focus. Tension is givernaténd by the way the camera moves
closer to them so that we can start to deciphenth®ne image eludes decipherment,
a second is of Michael Snow’s walking woman sillteeiéa signature image from his
work as a sculptor), the third is the image thaghihgive meaning to the whole as it is
the one on which the camera finally rests: it shawsirface, possibly of water,
possibly of a desert, possibly of the moon. Weiassit is probably water (hence the
film’s title) and in the closing minute or two, teowing of this picture, bleeding off
the frame, as a still photograph, takes over frlioenzbom. It has its own emptiness,
but also its own mystery.

Like The Wonder RingSnow starts with something documentary — a room,
especially the yellow chair, and the traffic audibiirough the windows; we can even
make out the store signs above the shops oveo#tk—+ but then moves to reflect on
the photographic process in its clever use of #gative and positive: in the daylight
scenes, the windows are light, while the room mgaratively dark; but at night, the
room is light, while the windows are dark.

Ultimately, the film is a metaphysical experiendeis a film about perception,
and demands a different kind of perception fromtwiraare used to. It takes the
long-attention span cinema of Warhol, and givesphilosophical dimension. We are
not just witnessing every day reality but scrufimgsit, interrogating it. Itis
appropriate that the film concludes with the imagehe wall. This has its own air of

intrigue (like the narrative incidents) but thigtpaf the process is also a metaphor for
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perception. When we emerge from Plato’s cave wmaimterpret the images before
us? Is there a reality beyond the reality we aexluio? |s there another existence
more eternal than the mere human life-span?

Wavelengthiakes the Lumiére Way to new extremes, spillirggabt of
observation into the area of forced attention thetamorphoses into undisturbed
contemplation. Hollis Frampton who was a film-miakenself when he played a
small part inWavelengthwas stimulated by the film, and, as we shall #ezworks of
Brakhage as well, to create his own major stateraepeiar or two later idorns
Lemmawhich poses the same questions about how the emigdges with what it sees
on the screen in front of it. This is a 60-minutenfin three parts. The first, quite short,
consists of a black screen while on the soundtsaskoman recites from an
alphabetical primer, as if reading to a child.utgpus on our mettle for part 2, which
requires immense concentration: Frampton stringstter shots of words captured in
the everyday world in alphabetical order of thaitial letter, and runs through that
alphabet again and again, while finding new wondsmvh from the signs around him in
the street, the alphabet of the Bay State Primed uspart 1 made demotic image in
part 2. The game then truly begins because theatpequickly realizes that words
beginning with particular letters are being repthbg images.

Wanda Bershen in ‘Artforumdescribes this section as follows: “Section Il (47
minutes, 9 seconds) begins with a silent run thnaug4-letter Roman alphabet (no J
or V) composed of large silver letters in reliefablack field. A word beginning with
letter ‘A’ (in this case the word is ‘a’) appeaasd is followed by a word beginning
with ‘B’, and so on through the alphabet at a spefeashe second per letter-word. The
words all occur in the urban environment, on sfayats and other kinds of signs and
notices. Each run through the alphabet preseneesaime rhythm while the words and
their contexts vary: on thé"Sound the letter ‘X’ is replaced by a shot of afi at
night. On the % round ‘Z’ is replaced by an ocean wave advancimyraceding down
the beach, and on the™&und a horizontally trucking [sic] shot of seasges
blowing in the wind replaces the letter *Y’. Théniiproceeds with the gradual
replacement of each alphabet-word by an image aitile end of the section the final
run-through is composed entirely of these replacegnmeages.”

The concentration comes not just from followingend Frampton is so
playfully leading us, but also from the fact thatke image lasts one second — so in this
47-minute /9-second section of the film there d&rénBages in each minute, making a
total of some 2,900 images. While these 2,900 image separate, there are multiple

repetitions allowing us to cling onto how the folanis working itself out, like some
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mathematical theorem. Herein lies its sophisticatas it offers us the opportunity to
participate in the structure of the film, to folldhe argument, to recognize what is
happening in advance of it happening: to realiz¢ tiftimately all the words will be
replaced by images, and that as we watch we camtieanemorize the sequence of
images, as if we were learning a melody, and l&aanticipate how the film might
change as if we were taken up in a game.

The third part, 11 minutes long, shows a couplikivg away from the camera
across a snowy field, into the woods at the otiter and out of sight. It is a literal let-
down, letting our eyes down to rest after the rdss sequence of part 2, and an anti-
climax too: after the triumphant climax of all thiened words in part 2 being replaced
by images signifying reality in a quite differenaywfrom words, we are faced with a
virtually static image of virtually no meaning. Theundtrack comes back into play as
it did in part 1. Six voices recite a text aboghli written in the thirteenth century by
Bishop Grosseteste, but the atomizing of the textits separate words prevents us
from recognizing the shape of sentences and paragjthrough the intonations and
inflections of a single voice. We are in effect @ehthe chance to participate in
assembling the text's meaning in our own mindg, gp@osite to the way part 2
encouraged us to participate. The film therefdoklies away, as if the excitement of
the central section must be followed by stasisnteilectual exercise without
meaning, an emptiness that constitutes an apotmgytiat has gone before. For what
has gone before is a description in its way ofwhele world, or at least the world
Frampton sees around him, as if he were makingitobegraphy.

Initially, Frampton was fascinated by poetry, aygolymathic streak in him led
him via sculpture to photography and film, the nealf images, and only with films
did he find the voice he was looking for, that gadequate scope to his interest in
words and in pictures, and to his erudition. Asagsof his on the photographs of Paul
Strand ends with a quotation from Jorge Luis Borges: ilgh the years, a man
peoples a space with images of provinces, kingdamsintains, bays, ships, islands,
fishes, rooms, tools, stars, horses, and peogiertl$ before his death, he discovers
that the patient labyrinth of lines traces the imaghis own face.” At first sight,
Borges is the perfect writer for Frampton: his al@gdescription of the infinite library
as the labyrinth in which humans find themsel(éisds its echo irZorns LemmaBut
there is also in Frampton a humorous overtoneegsuhit, Zorns Lemma. . is an
optimistic work, it skips happily up the street;iting the alphabet and counting).”
More than that, he asks the spectator to joiripatrticipate in discovering a

trajectory. To quote from his Strand essay agdihe“ambition of this activity can
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amount to nothing less than the systematic recgrdirthe whole visible world, with a
view to its entire comprehension.” This optimisifif can be called that, finds its echo
less in Borges then in J. S. Bach’s Goldberg Vianiat a piece which works the bass
harmonies of a sarabande in 30 variations, mariaddseasing elaboration, nine
canons with the musical interval in each one tékam unison to ‘alla ottava’ exactly
spaced through the work, creating an encyclopaaftict and demanding no less
concentration thadorns Lemman order to comprehend its structure.

The idea of the series appealed deeply to Framptence too his admiration
for Eadward Muybridge whose heroic and obsessimuve in ‘Animals in Motion’ to
use the camera to record movement — by animaléwahdmans — has exercised such
fascination in the 2Bcentury. This demystification has revealed hoveittive the
eye linked to the brain is, the brain elaboratimg data that sight gives us (as Paul
Valéry commented on what the photographs provédom a scientific point-of-view
Muybridge’s fame relates to the fact that his pgoaphs settled the question of
whether a horse in motion ever had all its hoo¥ethe ground, but from an artistic
point of view his multiple series not only shedlign all manner of movement but
opened up new ways of seeing movement. And tlseadarger impact, which the
photograph in general makes, especially the phapdgr of the first hundred years,
that seems particularly to have engaged Framptathgait the still camera produces
statements of what the world looks like.

Frampton carried that preoccupation into his fillk®r examplel.emon
(1969)shows a lemon in close-up with a light slowly maymwver it for the length of
the film (7% minutes). As we gaze at it, we mayysthe eye” on it as a lemon, or
“through it pass'® and see the moon in its phases: we elaborateataetitat sight
gives us. Part 2 aforns Lemmahen can be interpreted as a much more elaborate
exercise in how a series of sense data can beiypedamerely as such or, to make
them much more interesting, interpreted as theypareeived in order to create our
own encyclopaedia. To spice it up, Frampton cheost to make each image last say
five seconds, making this 45-minute section 5 tiemeong, but by confining the
images to one second each to put the spectatoortq Warraged by this relentless
succession, the turbulence of which turns out tdlleory because while virtually
none of the images is completely still (it is tthat a static tree in a snowy landscape
does get included), we perceive them like frozesi@graphs to which the motion-
picture camera/projector has given the illusiomafvement. For some of his films
Frampton looked in the direction of the Lumierderexample, in.emon and in his

laterMagellan: Drafts and Fragmentshich has been described as remaking “the
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cinema of the Lumiéres in 51 1-minute filMs” But in the second part @brns
Lemma he works firmly in Méliés territory, assemblirfietobserved but
dismembered images into some magical construdtiemstriking how this endeavour
harmonises, mysteriously in its way, with what Bragie was doing in his films.
Frampton’s films may feel different: cool, rigorqusethodical, at root classical,
against the warm, free-flowing romanticism of Bragh, but the record of a
conversation between théfishows a remarkable meeting of the minds.

While Frampton’s autobiography has to be excavited Zorns Lemmain
Brakhage’s films, it is right on the surface: Stamd Jane’s children, Stan and Jane
making love, the death of their dog, Jane givirthball very private subjects, and
then more private still, Brakhage pouring his ‘eédseye visions’ onto film, about
which he continued to speak throughout his lifamnautobiographical fashion. Take
Rage Neta short film of 52 seconds made in 1988, on&éefmhany hand-painted films
he made. The images are pure abstraction, usengtbng light from the projector to
intensify the colours on the screen. The pattarasmears, jagged marks, blotches
etc. made stained-glass vivid by their colour, lmy ¥igour of the mark-making, and
above all by the fact that they are made frameadyé so that this tiny film contains
over 1200 images in all (52 seconds, 24 framesansh. This is sufficient in itself,
but Brakhage, when asked, spoke of the film asaltref the divorce he was going
through at the time, a meditation upon rage “rathan being trapped psychologically
by rage”. None of this seems relevant to an apgtiea of the film, although these
extraneous facts and comments help in stringingthay a narrative for the huge
corpus of films Brakhage left behind, almost 40@otal by the time he died in 2003.
While some of these are very short (the shorte®tsisconds long), their closely edited
texture and the large amount of handmade film etéi@ truly heroic level of effort.
They seeno be all inspiration, but are also in large meashe result of perspiration.

And yet inspiration is a key factor in Brakhage&uvre, with its explicit origin
in the Latin for ‘to breathe’ (‘spirare’) — makirigms gave Brakhage oxygen — but
implicitly too, for his films celebrate the ‘bréadf life’, and suggest some
supernatural ‘spirit’ as his creative source. Thuslescribing one of his most famous
films, Mothlight, Brakhage spoke in a letter to Robert Kelly howeitne into being as
“the film’s simple passage through nf&"He liked also to refer to the Muses, which |
suspect he did in no casual sense, but as a pnayeof speaking of himself, or more
exactly his eye collaborating with the mind as twed| became instrument for the
passage of inner vision, thru all my sensibilities its external form** As Socrates

puts it in Plato’s ‘lon’: “In like manner the Mugiest of all inspires men herself; and
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from these inspired persons a chain of other psrsosuspended, who take the
inspiration. For all good poets, epic as wellyae) compose their beautiful poems not
by art, but because they are inspired and possessedror the poet is a light and a
winged and holy thing, and there is no interventiohim until he has been inspired
and is out of his senses, and the mind is no loimgeim.”>

The excitement of the process of makiMgthlight gives his description of it
an unusual tension, of how in a situation of ecoieatesperation for him personally,
the sight of a kamikaze moth meeting its end inctnedle flame gave the idea of
sticking moth’s wings, body fragments, leaves, ggasand petals in between strips of
transparent film and then running them throughpttieter, creating a film in the
cheapest possible manner, cruellest necessity mughgrofoundest inspiration.
Technical problems then became an obstacle, betlaese strips were destabilising
the printer, until Brakhage had the idea of interspjg them with plain leader which
allowed the printer to adjust periodically in thienfs rollercoaster passage through the
printing gate. The resultant material could theredited to make a 3¥-minute
masterpiece, a hymn to the microcosm of nature:dt¥#hthe moth that thou art
mindful of him?” Now that the film is on DV, it can be watched slowed down, in
order to admire the detail, just as the film swipen reproduced in photographs gives
some idea of the marvellous intricacies of the imaggt - likeZorns Lemma i needs
to be watched at 24 frames per second, so thatdges tear through the brain and
explode against each other. This freneticism eaters out of tranquillity the purest
participation in the wonders of the film.

For Brakhage, the imagination is an internal reafrthe mind, not an
externality, and his life was spent in celebratimg fact. In recognition that an
extraordinary body of work was being created indimema, in 1963 the magazine
Film Culture published an interview with Brakhagelaan assemblage of his writings,
statements and letters in ‘Metaphors on Visioniirich he expounded his call for a
new visionary cinema. The opening paragraphs,ewitin the threshold of his creative
maturity, bring to mind the impassioned prose abffias Traherne in their extolling of
the virtue of vision before the advent of the Wod8ilence’ is a vital part of
appreciating the films (not that all his films aitent but the majority are), best
appreciated accompanied by the sound of the porjecthe room providing a rolling
thunder, an elemental background to the act ofavigarception.

It was an accident of birth that seems to havergiim a different eyesight
from the rest of humanity. In an interview pubéshn 1973, he spoke of his

childhood as a time when “I'm not sharing the wasfdvision that I'm supposed to in

10



order to exist in the general air with all the peaground me* and in an interview
towards the end of his life Brakhage continued tontain it as a crucial fact about
him when he refers to the way the physiological kmeas of his eyes led to
developing visioff. This awareness led not to ‘correcting’ spectablesto
transferring this myopia from himself to otherdealing that he was “seeing all kinds
of things that other people don't see or don't adhey see®. If Frampton's interest
in series and arithmetics links him to J. S. Baleh,condition of Brakhage’s eyes link
him to Beethoven. The composer’s increasing deafassie grew older could have led
to silence or madness, but as it was, it createddmditions for his most original
compositions, allowing him to live as he did in asital sound world of his own
imagining, undistracted by extraneous music. Sbhmgtsimilarly single-minded
seems to have occurred with Brakhage, since herieatert to how he saw things,
with eyes open or eyes closed, in a manner diffdrem the rest of humanity, but
transferring that private, subjective vision to gublic medium of film.

There may also be a narrative of Brakhage beintyated to become an artist
because of the isolation caused by the naturesaéyesight, and because of an urge to
find a way of expressing himself. In his writirigg evinces a quirky liking for words,
their rhythm, their origins, and their capacity émuble meaning, expressed through
distracting, even irritating puns. He might therefhave become a writer but it is film
that seduces Brakhage, film that gives body talleams, night-dreams or day-
dreams, and to visions. He and Frampton sharedvareness of the glass lens being
invented at the time the Renaissance was formglatia laws of perspective and
discovering how to render chiaroscuro and lighsorfaces. For Frampton this was an
intellectual point, while for Brakhage it was a @wiical one, providing further grounds
for arguing that there was another way of seeiiifgrént from that of the
Renaissance. In ‘Metaphors on Vision’ he catalsguaw this ‘objective’ vision may
be subverted: by spitting on the lens, by speedmthe motor for slow motion, by
holding the camera in the hand rather than mouritiog a tripod (and thus “inherit
worlds of space”), by over- or under-exposing ftla,fby using the “filters of the
world” such as fog and downpours, or glass thatmear designed for the cam@&ra
ThusText of Light(1974), a 71-minute film made by photographing glaisjects in a
sun-drenched office on a macro lens, in orderagrfrent the light and images of his
surrounding$.

If Brakhage’s work is described as ‘documentalns is not true in its
commonest sense of filming the world in order toim, but only true as documenting

his surroundings and his concerns. He is closdsting a documentary film-maker in
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the conventional sense in his three Pittsburghsfil®71).eyeschronicling the work

of the police Deus Exshowing a doctor performing heart surgery, &hd Act of
Seeing with One’s Own Ey#kned in a mortuary and showing the autopsiesigei
carried out on dead bodies. All three could be rilesd as extreme subjects, in
particular the last which is so extreme as to bedaBut Brakhage still makes it
highly personal, preoccupied as he was with “bistx, death and the search for God”
22 Birth and sex had been explored 10 years eamldtedlock House: An Intercourse
andWindow Water Baby Movin@poth 1959) and ibog Star Man(1961-64). The Act
of Seeing with Ones Own Eyieghe arena of death: to see a mortuary workédseraa
incision along the top of the head of a corpseséoahe flesh from the skull, fold it
back over the face covering the nose, and therfiutigreut the skull away to reveal
the brain, is to come face to face with our own, r@less carnality, all soul and spirit
removed, to confront the factual brutality of flgsbxistence. The ‘brutality of fact’
was an expression coined by Francis Bacon, onéwhose earliest paintings,
‘Crucifixion’ of 1933, has been linked both to Remaidt’s painting ‘Slaughtered Ox’
of 1655, showing a raw carcass mounted on a framefwo photographs by Eli Lotar
of the slaughterhouses at La Villette in P&fisGeorges Franju had made a notable
documentary in 1949 on the Paris slaughterhouse¥/{llette again and Vaugirard),
Le Sang des Betesnd withThe Act of Seeinddrakhage without any known reference
to Lotar, Bacon or Franju is making his own expliora of a human activity which,
until the arrival of the camera, still and filmymained quite beyond the bounds of
ordinary experience. The most obvious way istoistbserve, but while Brakhage’s
film is superficially observational, he eschewso&ce-over describing what is
happening and musing on the scene before us, atd@per purpose is to engage us
directly with understanding his subject throughwesy we perceive it, a mental
process purified by the silence of the images.

Brakhage was very taken with the etymology ofwloed autopsy from the
Greekavto- or ‘one’s own’ and the stem wouat- at the root of the Greek verb for
seeing, a word which before it came to mean digseof a dead body, especially to
ascertain the cause of death, meant ‘seeing wigts@wn eyes’. The film therefore
allows us to sewhat death means for ourselves, but the phrasa hagh larger
resonance in Brakhage’s own work because he spegadntly of his experience of
‘closed-eye vision’, or the abstract patterns tiatld be seen when the eyelids were
closed and rubbed with the fingers, a literal iptetation of seeing with one’s own
eyes. This preoccupation was the clearest expres$ia desire to create another kind

of vision at a distance from Renaissance and Rat&girmodes of thought, one that
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synthesised the operations of mind and body.dltien especially to the hand-painted
film, where the film strip was worked on directlytiout the mediation of a camera,
for which there were precedents (in the films ofilLeye, Norman McLaren, Harry
Smith), but Brakhage took it to quite differentéés; non-narrative, and dense with
pattern. Right from the beginning of his film-miagi he had scratched his name on
black leader as an initial title to the film, “egbarpeners” as he calle@jtand it was
with Mothlight of 1963 that Brakhage discovers most truly howdme realise an
obsession: “Imagine an eye unruled by man-made ¢dypsrspective® Other films
followed but it seems that it was in the last 2@rgeof his film-making — the 1980s and
1990s — that he used this technique most perdismmd most creatively, e.dhe
Garden of Earthly Delight§1981), The Dante Quarte1987),Rage Ne{1988),

Untitled (for Marilyn) (1992),Three Homeric§1993),The Dark Towe(199),Love
Song(2001). Often, as has been said, he superimpasedvin autobiographical
dimension, either in the titles or in his commaearishe film, that without these
explanations will elude the viewer. Not, in thadorun, that this will matter, for
Brakhage’s genius will be recognised firstly in taking of film-making into a wholly
new area, and secondly in his superb techniqueyagut to the way the great
painters enhance their greatness by the way thagiépaint.

After ‘birth’, ‘sex’ and ‘death’ Brakhage’s oth@reoccupation was with the
‘search for God’. Among the short hand-made fimesde in his 60s i€hartres Series
of 1994, which came out of a visit to Chartres @dtial “which surely transformed my
aesthetics more than any other single experiéhest out also of the news of the
death of his wife’s sister, an aesthetic experiearman emotional experience, ones
that open up transcendence. There had been mg&mglications earlier, wonder at the
sacrament of birthw/indow Water Baby Movingat creationDog Star Mam and at
the glories of the microcosmMpthlight). There was too the feeling of a ‘muse’, or
something divine, however it may be described, mgkiassage through hi@hartres
Seriesconnects his vision with a religious space, appabgly through the Cathedral’s
stained glass, pre-Renaissance, dense, intendelyed and demanding on the eyes —
all qualities of Brakhage'’s film-making.

For all his career as a film-maker, Brakhage westing new frontiers, either
discovering them, as witAnticipation of the Nighor Mothlight, or, subsequent to
their discovery, pushing them into further termtofhis career extended over 50 years,
during which time the technology of cinema changgdnuch as it had between
Méliés’ day and when Brakhage first started filmiMpst significant has been the

switch from celluloid to video as the basis fonfihg, a change largely driven by the
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observational Lumiére aesthetic, of making pointimg camera and shooting easier to
do. It has not been sympathetic to a film-makeravay with very short segments of
film, with the frame even, or who is excited by ttteemistry of taking two physical
pieces of film and putting them together. | dodlit was true in any way that
Brakhage’s huge output was motivated by a desitséothe technology available to
him as a young film-maker before new inventions ens@bsolete, since his
motivation was derived from an inner self. Andsitiot the case that his films look or
feel dated; only a small proportion of the wholavsilable us (and that which is,
thanks to DVD technology), but it is likely that ether films are released, Brakhage’s
originality will be recognized all the more. We amgy just beginning to appreciate his

achievement, and to move him from the periphemphéocentre.
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