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The Expanded Field of Cinema, or Exercise on

the Perimeter of a Square
Eric de Bruyn

Re: “The History We Need”

At the end of the 1g70s, Malcolm Le Grice issued
an urgent call to the avant-garde film community
of “involved practitioners.” It was time, he wrate,
to step up to the plate and claim “the history we
need.”? Le Grice was writing from a double van-
tage-point, as a productive member of the avant-
garde film world and a prolific chronicler of its
history. The article “The History We Need” was
the filmmaker's contribution to the catalogue of
a major exhibition, Film as Film: Formal Experiment
in Film 1910-1975, which presented a rare occasion
to survey the history of avant-garde film within a
museum context.?

Despite the frequent intersections between the
art and film world during the preceding two de-
cades, it is safe to say that film had always remain-
ed a stepchild of the gallery system. Le Grice thus
must have been pleased with this sudden surge
of attention from museum quarters. However, he
also expressed clear misgivings about what he
called the didactic, liberal mission of the museum,
which is directed toward a non-committal, general
public. Le Grice was troubled by a process of his-
toricization that threatened to overrun a living
tradition of filmmaking by fixing the relation of
the past to the present, and suggested that a po-
lemica! stance had to be taken to resist the re-
strictive workings of such an apparaius of cultur-
al administration; “The History We Need implies a
recognition that a neutral and inclusive history is
broadly impossible and that the historical enter-
prise should be afimed at aiding the development
of contemporary practice,”> Against the leveling
of differences and contradictions within the
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history of avant-garde film, therefore, Le Grice
proposad maintaining a critical stance that views
its relation to the past as permanently under
construction and driven by the present needs of
“invelved practitioners.” A polemical attitude
needed to be adopted to prevent the avant-garde
from entering a post-historical stage.

“Why return to this moment? Is Le Grice's situa-
tion still the same as our own? There are clearly
many reasons that prevent me from occupying
the same discursive position that Le Grice did in
1979, beyond the mere question of our different
professions. For one, | do not fully share his dis-
trisst of the workings of the museumn, but under-
stand the relation between the avant-garde and
the museum in other, more dialectical terms.
Nevertheless, | do find myself sympathizing with
the filmmaker's dislike of any attempt to create
a comprehensive picture of avant-garde history
that ignores the incansistencies and unfinishad
character of the avant-garde’s project in the past
to insure its direct continuity with the present.”
The return to the past from the present and the
return of the past in the present are never com-
plete, but an interminable task of present-day
crifique.

In adopting Le Grice’s problematization, | am
clearly redirecting its aim. | am here faced with a
museum exhibition, X-Screen, that presents a
long overdue survey of the expansion of the field
of cinematic projecticn. In no way am | suggest-
ing that it duplicates the curatorial thesis of Fitm
as Film. What this exhibition delivers—here not
unlike Fiim as Film-—is a cross-section of filmic
practices that have never before been shown in
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this cormbination, We are thus challenged to figure
a way of mapping this dispersion without enforc-
ing a false sense of homogeneity within a field of
radically heterogeneous objects. This field might
be termed “expanded cinema,” but as | will show,

. this field shall come to cover more than is tradi-
¢ tionally understood by that name.” Furthermore,
" to remain in the spirit of Le Grice, the mapping

" of such an historical terrain must be based on a

“polemical” method that traces the movement of
contradiction and dissent. In other words, this
terrain needs to be shaped into a discursive field
structured by a set of contrasting, enunciatory
positions. It is from our place in the present,
however, that the contours of such a discursive
field will become intelligible, | am not offering an
intellectual history of the period. What 1 do have
to offer, instead, is a constellation of possible
relations between objects, practices, and institu-
tions that developed in the periphery of expand-
ed cinema during the later 1g6as and early 1970s.
My argument is nevertheless intended at this
stage to suggest no more than a provisional
“order of things,” and | shall take the liberty of
ranging across a plurality of works and texts,
leaving a more detailed examination of my exam-
ples for a future date.

Le Grice’s text located one possible position
within the discursive field in question, He identi-
fies avant-garde film with an exploration of the
fundamental limitations and properties of the
fitm medium.® Film as Film was organized to pro-
vide a comprehensive overview of this “formalist”
tradition. Le Grice did not disagree with the show's
main thesis that avant-garde film adopted its for-
malist model of autonomy from a modernist
practice of the visual arts.” In fact, formalist film
could be seen as having saved modernism from
total shipwreck, since the neo-avant-garde of the
1'9505 had already abandoned @ modernist

concern with the formal purity of the medium.®

The formalist story of the avant-garde is that of
the radical negation of mass culture. Avant-garde
film thus founded its proper identity on a com-
plete rejection of commercial narrative film, the
so-called “classical Hollywood cinema.” Yet in all
fairness to Le Grice, he was growing uncomfort-
able with this formatist story by 1979. He showed
a concern that much of the current wark by
avant-garde film-makers contained the risk of .
turning into *simply recuperable formalist exer-
cises."® Le Grice further argued that it was neces-
sary to acknowledge that the very proposition of
an autonomous film practice rested on historical
conditions. The social function of institutions
needed to become as much the focus of critique
as the properties of the medium, according to

{the film-maker. Here, a hapeful sign could be
“found in the then contemporary shift away from
anti-narrative tactics towards a greater concern

© with narrative structures and the activation of

. the spectator. In this context, Le Grice asked
whether “all aspects of narrative are irrevocably
embroiled with the repressive social function it
has come to serve?” ' | shall return to this ques-
tion of narrativity in my postscript, but 1 would
like to provide a few preliminary comments on the
importance of this participatory role or “structur-
ing act” (Le Grice) of the spectator, which | shall
refer to as a performative model or strategy of
filmmaking.

The performative strategy of the avant-garde
may be profoundly absent from the formalist
account of avant-garde film, but it had always
been a prominent feature of the historical avant-
garde, as in the Dadaist performances at the
Cabaret Voltaire or Marcel Duchamp’s gesture of

. *selecting’ a ready-made. It should thus not be
surprising that in the neo-avant-garde circles of
Fluxus a new prototype of performative film was
quickly established at the outset of the 1g60s.
Nam |une Paik’s Zen for Film (1964} fulfilled this
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role, although it was not widely recognized as
such at the time."" This work consists of a rolf of
16mm clear leader that increasingly accumulates
scratches and dust with each successive projec-
tion. These markings on the film emulsion
become automatically part of the next presenta-
tion, making each viewing of Zen for Film unique.
At the same time, the film will never show more
than what is literally present in the room.

Zen for Film suggests that performative film
abotishes the purely reproductive function of film
by activating the spectator as a participant and
drawing attention to the actual context of the
film screening. Many of the films in the X-Screen
exhibition deploy the same performative strategy
as Zen for Film, like Dan Graham’s Body Press or

- Bruce Nauman's Rotating Glass Walls.'? We may
: speak, therefore, of a performative series within
" the recent history of alternative film {to which 1
reckon both Le Grice’s avant-garde, expanded
" cinema, and the so-called artist’s film). Each of
these films, moreover, literalizes the gallery space
through their use of multiple walls as projective
surfaces. Graham’s Body Press, in particular, de-
mands a room of a certain shape and size that
will mirror the compressed situation of the ori-
_ginal performers in the film.

This brings us to a basic problem that emerges
from a formalist paradigm of avant-garde film: it
cannot clearly think through its relation to insti-
tutional conditions, Clearly, another genealogy of
film might be written that considers the possible
usages of film for the avant-garde at large. In
other words, what we need is a history of avant-
garde practices of film, rather than a history of
the discipline of avani-garde film. We should not
forget, for instance, that in 1964 Nam june Paik
operated primarity within the context of the
visual arts, even though his work existed on its
margins. Most significant, however, is the fact
that the artist did not care to present the profes-
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sional profile of a filmmaker. As a result there is
no place for Zen for Film within the conventional
histories of avant-garde film, Before | consider in
greater detail what such an alternative genealogy
of fitm practices might look like, let me note a
particular ambivalence of the formalist position
as it surfaces in Le Grice’s text that is directly rel-
evant to our present topic. He intimates that he
has certain misgivings about the art world, vet he
acknowledges that the history of avant-garde
fitm in which he includes himseif is dependent on
the history of modernism. The art context thus
first comes into view as a legitimizing or validat-
ing framework, and second as providing a con-
venient space where an “exploration of presenta-
tion and projection formats” (i.e. expanded
cinema projects) might take place.’ But he con-
cludes in1g79 that “neither the current institu-
tion surrounding cinema nor that related to the
presentation of the plastic arts has forms which
suit such a concept of presentation,”™* | would

| counter, however, that his reliance on a formatist

{ model of the avant-garde leads to the fatal omis-

' sion of a fundamental aspect of the avant-garde
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iﬁ
i project, that is, the development of a highly con-

crete mode of institutionat critique.
This discussion begins to give greater form fo
the problem with which we are currently faced, a
problem that | consider twofold in nature. On the
one hand, there is the question of avant-garde
trajectories. For instance, we might ask of the
artists assembled here whether they all traveled
down an identicat path in order to arrive at the
same place? To argue for the existence of a famil-
ial refation between works on the basis of mere
morphological similarities can easily lead one
astray. On the other hand, our problem concerns
the guestion of institutional context. For what
kind of site were these works designed, we might
ask. Yet this question should not automatically
lead to the conclusion that the frame determines
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the work. It is the frame as such that many of the
works problematize. To provide two examples:
Marcel Broodthaers’ te corbeau et le renard and
David Ltamelas’ Film Script (Monipulation of
Meaning) point to a complex network of shifting
relations between the public spheres of the galiery
and the information media. | shall not be able to
take up such issues in relation to all the works
present, nor shall | pretend to be exhaustive in
my discussion of the works 1 do mention, All the
sarne, by the end of our exercise { hope to have
at least answered Le Grice’s call, which still echoes
in the present.

The Forks in the Road

Is the formalist version of avant-garde film the
only historical narrative available to us? Obvious-
ly the answer must be no. There is, for instance,
the more compelling narsative of “The Two Avant-
Gardes,” the title of an influential essay by Peter
Wollen first published in the pages of Studio
International in December 1975. In his text,
Wollen distinguished a political branch of the
avant-garde from a formalist branch. The former
tradition of avant-garde film was founded in the
era of Soviet cinema with Sergef Eisenstein and
Dziga Vertov, and returned in the sixties in the
work of filmmakers like jean-Luc Godard, The
political avant-garde, as Wollen argues, was not
committed so much to the presentation of an
alternative worlfdview, but to the development of
a poiitics of the signifier, which could subvert the
mediation of meaning within the dominant sys-
tems of publicity. it is clear that a linguistic model
of critique was of the order of the day, and Wollen
identifies in films such as Godard’s Le gai savoir
(1968) a semiotic counter-strategy that subjects
the ideological process of signification to an ana-
lytic of deconstruction and re-combination,
Wollen's strategic model of the sixties avant-
garde relies particularly on julia Kristeva's notion

of intertextuality, but in general it works off the
dualism between “text” and the “visual,” while
obviously privileging the former term within the
binary set.

The “language” of cinema, Wollen argues, con-

¢ stitutes the front upon which the symbolic order
~ of capitalism might be contested, while a formal-

ist or purely “optical” cinema will remain mired

. within the realm of the imaginary. (The same ar-

gument operated within the contemporary field
of conceptual art, which literally replaced abstract
painting by printed panels). Wollen thus accepts
the exclusive association of the formalist tradi-
tion of avant-garde film with the essentialism of
modernist painting. The formalist film avant-
garde started out imitating the effects of paint-
ing, as in the abstractions of Oskar Fischinger, but
was ultimately pushed into a position of radical
self-referentiality or tautology: film-as-film. At
this point, the totality of avant-garde history
stands to become absorbed within a formalist
framework. Wollen goes so far as to suggest, for
instance, that Vertov's films are exclusively valued
as an example of "pure film” within the American
context of the 196os—a somewhat hasty conclu-
sion, as we shaill see.

“The Two Avant-Gardes” does address—if only
briefly—the institutional and economic
framework in which the filmmakers produce and
distribute their work. Wollen notes that the polit-
ical avant-garde remains more dependent on the
existing commercial institutions and a collective
form of production, which is seen as its strength
and not as a form of co-optation from the per-
spective of a formatist position, The strategy of
the potitical avant-garde, in other words, implies
that the institution of cinema needs to be sub-
verted, if not defeated, on its own terrain, while
the formalist avant-garde views any interaction
with the commercial system as a form of defeat.
The formalist avant-garde, therefore, organized
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its own institutions of praduction and distribution,
such as filen festivals, film houses, and co-ops,
which were not only established in opposition to
commercial cinema, but also created a widening
rift with the art world. Nevertheless, the formalist
tradition continued to rely on notions of artisan-
ship and authorship that derived from the mod-
ernist practice of the visual arts.

In sum, Wollen demonstrates that there is an
uneven development of the two avant-gardes,
which have become detached at the idealogical
and institutional level of production and recep-
tion. This abservation leads Wollen te a rather
pessimistic conclusion. It would be desirable, he
admits, to bring about a convergence of the two
avant-garde traditions, but such an event is highly
unlikely; due to the vast differences between the
two avant-gardes, such a wish can only remain a
utopian dream.

Must this be the case? Let there be no mistake:
Wollen's essay made an indispensable contribu-
tion to the 19705 debate on the intersection of
the fields of film and art by helping o resuscitate
another model of the avant-garde.'” However,
“The Two Avant-Gardes” also reproduces certain
blind spots that were already endemic to the for-
malist model it so resolutely opposes. Wollen
acknowledges the importance of grounding the
avant-garde in a specific institutional context:
otherwise it may seem that the avant-garde is
only engaged in a free play of the signifier, rather
than investigating a politics of the sign. It is some-
what surprising, therefore, that in discussing the
intertwining between the traditions of art and
film he omits an account of the strategy of insti-
tutional critigue, which is first developed within
the domain of the visual arts during the period of
Dadaism. Had he not succumbed to this over-
sight, then he might have noted that the conver-
gence between the two avant-gardes was no
utopian wish, but already a reality in 1975. Further-

more, this convergence, if that is the proper word,
was realized on the very grounds that are treated
with so much suspicion by both Wolien and Le
Grice, that is, the space of the gallery.

Consider Dan Graham's Homes for America (1966)
or Mel Bochner's Alfaville, Godard's Apocalypse '
(1968). Interestingly enough, these works are not
films in any strict sense of the word. They were
published in the pages of art magazines, yet em-
ploy the same strategy of intertextuality that
Wollen discovered in Godard's films. Homes for
America and Alfaville, Godard's Apocalypse weave
a complex, superimposed pattern of different
textual genres. They masquerade, for instance; as
the combined product of art history and sociology
{Homes for America as a treatise on the “expand-
ed field” of suburban tract-housing) or film criti-
cism {Alfaville, Godard's Apocalypse as a démon-
tage of Alphaville that disperses Godard’s film
across a vast textual grid), but neither work fully
nestles in one discursive position. The effect of
these magazine works is to create, as the artists
indicate, an endless feedback loop between the
viewer/reader and the viewing/reading context.'®
Homes for America and Alfaville, Godard’s Apoca-
lypse not only intermix different critical discourses,
but also employ different avant-garde strategies
at the same time: the ready-made {by way of pop
art), seriality (by way of minimalism}, and
montage (by way of cinema). Finally, It was Godard
and his notion of the “film-essay” that both
artists cite as a guiding principle behind their
magazine pieces, By the late 1g6os, Graham and
Bochner had succeaded in outlining a discursive
field of practice that was suspended between the
binary terms formalism/politics and art/film. The
intersecting dimensions of this field were visual-
ized by inventing a hybrid genre that we might
call “typofitm” in contrast to the “typophoto” of
the historical avant-garde.’

Another example of the convergence between

157




The Expanded Field of Cinema, or Exercise on the Perimeter of a Square  Eric de Bruyn

the two avant-gardes, more familiar to a visitor
of the current exhibition, is Marcel Broodthaers’
mudtiple, Le corbeau et fe renard, a work he sub-
mitted in 1967 to the Experimental Film Festival
in Knokke. This was his second submission to the
festival; he had also been present in 1958 with a
short film called La clef de I'horloge, a fitm
inspired by the assemblages of Kurt Schwitters
and shot in the style of a Surrealist cinema-poem.
Although highly accomplished, this earlier work
did not step outside the existing conventions of
experimental film; indeed, despite its link to the
political “wing” of the historical avant-garde (e.g.
Dadaism and surrealism}, it fits more in the do-
main of formalist film. Le corbeau et le renard,
however, did not fulfill the same set of expecta-
tions. tn fact, Le corbeau et Je renard was not
immediately acknowiedged by the organizers of
the Knokke film festival as being a film at all. (It
appears that a whiff of the scandal surrounding
“The Richard Mutt Case” had drifted towards Le
corbeau et fe renard in 1967.)%°

In Le corbeau et le renard several disparate
objects—flowers, a rubber boot, inscribed glass
jars, photographic cutouts of people (e.g. René
Magritte, Broodthaers’ family) and objects {e.g.
a telephone)—are arranged on horizontal shelves
before the camera. The hand doing the arrang-
ing, however, remains invisibie, The shelves are
anchored against a vertical panel upon which a
fragmentary text is printed, which was composed
by Broodthaers, The rapid montage makes the
objects seem to flash in and out of existence
against the typographical background. Letters,
words, and objects constantly exchange places in
this dynamic field of layered reproduction
without any narrative arder accruing to their
seemingly random appearance on screen, Inex-
orably, however, the camera tracks back-and-
forth across the shelves, scanning the ciipped
lines of the text. The camera appears to be en-
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gaged in a mechanical task of reading; a task,
however, that lacks an obvious horizon of inten-
tion or the firm guidance of an authorial voice:
| withdraw the object from its normal
context, | insert it in another..ls it a poem?
Is it a painting? The film Le corbeau et le
renard is an exercise in reading.”!

The apparent source of Le corbeau et e renard
is La Fontaine's well-known fable. Yet this recog-
nition does not deliver any solace to those readers
who search a clostre to this reading exercise.
How could there be? Broodthaers’ text was,
namely, “made up of clichés, borrowings from
elementary writing lessons and personal inven-
tions.”2 Broadthaers employed, in other words,
the same device of intertextuality that Graham
and Bochner were discovering for themselves
around the same time, Yet, as Wollén stressed, it
is imporeant that the strategy of intertextuality
does not result in a free play of the signifier. No
symbolic order of the sign might win outin le
corbeau et le renard, but its indication of specific
social institutions and their ideological function is
evident. The fable, for instance, refers to a nation-
alist ideology of cultural heritage (the poem's
memorization was a fixture of the French-language
school curriculum)??, but the fable also evokes an
sutmoded type of social criticism (the timeless and
universal mode of address utilized by the seven-
teenth-century moralist).*® Then again, the text
is also a “formalist® exercise in writing: it contains
highly self-referential passages, which, for instance,
provide typesetting instructions: “te D est plus
grand que le T. Tous les D ont lo méme longueur.”
In other words, the communicative function of
this “typofilm® is continuously disturbed:

Le corbeau et fe renard. Le carbeau senne.
Le peintre est absent. Le renard sonne.
L'architecte est absente. Méme jeu. Le
corbeau et le renard sont gbsents. je me
souviens d’eux, mais a peine [.J7
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If this wasn't enough to unsettle the viewer,
Broodthaers had the film projected on a printed
screen that also bears the imprint of his text. This
superimpesition renders the apparent relations
between figure and ground highly indeterminate.
The net result of all the different devices of frag-
mentation and defamiliarization marshaled by
Broodthaers is to cause the boundaries between
the different media to become permeable and
diffuse. These boundaries are not deleted, but
dislocated in a dialectical play of negation
without end:

On a special screen—in photographic
canvas—the book becomes a film, the film
becomes a painting (the screen}. It is on
an image (which summarizes the film) that
alt the film's images are projected. This is
not a fitm.?®

This description of the perceptual and textual
operations of mediation in Broodthaers” work can
be recast by demonstrating how it opens onto the
stage of semiotic displacement that Roland Barthes
so vividly described in his “Third Meaning.”® My
reasons for pulling yet another theoretical system
into the orbit of our present discussion shall be-
come fully clear by the end of my text, but for now
it will serve a more limited purpose. Broodthaers’
fitm, as we have seen, Is a strange amalgam of
still and moving images; an animated picture of
still photas and static letters with no transitions,
only sudden breaks. Here lies the connection to
Barthes: in the essay in question, the author ex-
plores his own fascination by the phenomenon of
the movie-still (particularly those of Eisenstein’s
films). He describes the still as a kind of quotation,
“at once paradic and disserninatory.”2® This cita-
tion does not refer to the narrative order of the
movie; it is not a sample from an arganic whole,
but the trace of a permutational and plural level
of the text that cannot be captured at any sym-
bolic levet of signification. The still is a fragment

that implies the multiple possibifities of meaning
production that are passed over and suppressed
by the narrative logic of the movie. Narrative
cinema can choose only one symbolic strand to
thread through the appzratus; it can elect only
one text among many others. The analysis of the
still thus evokes what Barthes calls another scene,
namely that of counter-narrative. Likewise, Le
corbeau et le renard can be thought of as a literal
mise-en-scéne of this counter-narrative. Le corbeau
et le renard performed its work on two different
institutional stages—first the film festival, second
the art gallery—but there is no final way to install
or “read” the multiple. It comes in a box with
several loose items awaiting assembly but with-
out instructions: a film reel, text panels, photo-
graphs, twa printed screens (one shaped asa TV
screen and the other in a reqular format). The
owner of such a work must come to his or her
own understanding of the nature of the perform-
ance that is required.

The structural logic at work in Le corbeau et le
renard is not synthetic in nature, but more dis-
seminatory. A paratactic order, that is, which
halds things apart, rather than a syntactical order,
which contracts them. On an invitation card to
Broodthaers’ first gallery exhibition of Le corbeau
et Ie renard Broodthaers described the contents
of the edition as follows: “1 image + 1 manuscrit +
1film + 2 typos + 1image +1 boite + 2 obfets +1 écran
et encore des autres éléments.” Le corbeau et le
renard is not the sum total of its individual parts,
but a series of plus signs that have no final equa-
tion. We encounter in Le corbeau et le renard a
multiple in the truest sense of the word: muitiple
texts, multiple techniques, and multiple sites,

The Wrinkles in the Map

Thus far, | have established that there is a
“third” avant-garde located somewhere between
the formalist and political avant-gardes. Let me
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adopt a more appropriate term, and call this third
avant-garde “post-minimal fifm.” We have already
seen that the term “film” itself needs to be
employed in a highly flexible manner. Dan Graharn,
for instance, designed several works—film instal-
lations, magazine pieces, a cinema auditariurm—
that are all connected to the cultural field of
cinematic practice in the broadest sense. Indeed
the possibilities explored by post-minimal artists
within this expanded field of film are legion.
Marcel Broodthaers, as | have demonstrated,
provides another pertinent case of an artist who
made several hybridic works that are located on
the perimeter of the cinematic medium, like books,
posters, and slide projections. After Le corbeau et
le renard, Broodthaers created even more elabo-
rate mise-en-scénes for the production and pro-
jection of films. A screening organized by the
artist would typically include a sampling, in ever
different combinations, of his own prolific output
as a filmmaker, but could also contain various
types of found material, such as publicity reels.
There are two installations by Broodthaers that
particularly deserve to be mentioned here, if only
in passing. Although it is a sheer impossibility to
size up these installations in a few words, 1 would
wager that they accomplished a rare feat in
placing not only the apparatus {of the cinema or
the gallery} but the very intersection between
the cultural relations of production and reception
on display.

My first example concerns the Section cinéma
of Broodthaers' fictiona! Musée d'art moderne,
which exhibited his editing equipment and various
props he used in his films, The Section cinéma
also housed a regular film program that included,
among other items, newsreels, a Charlie Chaplin
short, and his own Une discussion inaugurale.
The latter documented in a fragmentary style the
first “opening” of his Musée d’art moderne on
September 25, 1968, during which the artist’s
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studio doubled as a museum through the addi-
tion of packing cases and postcards of famous
paintings.The Section cinéma literally represents
a cross-section of the strata of art and publicity,
Broodthaers conducts a kind of media archaeo-
logy on his own work and culture at large, label-
ing his finds with a binary number system in an
effort, as he famously commented, to ruin the
destiny of things.

Secondty, | would like to draw attention to the
film La bataille de Waterfoo (1975), which was shot
on the location of Décor: A Conquest by Marcel

Broodthaers, an installation by the artist at the ICA .

in London. The piece, as he dryly explained, was
meant to illustrate “the relationship of war to
comfort,”?® Yet La botuille de Woterfoo functions
on two levels at once: it is not only a record of the
show, but it also presents itself as a fiction film,
complete with a Wagnerian soundtrack. The
gallery décor doubled as a film studio, since all
the objects that Broodthaers put on display were
rented props used by the movie industry, including
a set of Klieg lights which illuminated the rooms. >
The point of these examples is to underscore
that post-minimal film constitutes an expanded
field of filmic practice that cannot be defined in
terms of the film medium alone. At the same time,
it woutd be incorrect to state that this “other”
avant-garde of post-minimal film is formed by an
actual convergence of the two film avant-gardes
as desired by Wollen in 1975. Post-minimal film,
rather, is located somewhat to the side of his two
avant-gardes. That is to say, post-minimal film is
the product of an avant-garde genealogy that be-
longs to the proper domain of the history of art,
even though this avant-garde is beginning to spill
across the traditional boundaries of the art worid.
The formalist avant-garde (not to speak of the
political avant-garde) asserted its independence,
or at the very least its neutrality, versus the insti-
tutional domain of the gallery and the museumn.

Marcel Broodthaers, Section
Cinéma (Musée d’Art Moderne,
Départernent des Aigles), 1971

Marcel Broodthaers, Décor:
A Conquest by Marcel Broodthaers,
19th Century Room, 1975

Marcel Broodthaers, Décor:
A Conguest by Marcel Broodthaers,
20th Centuiry Room, 1975
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Bust how are we to comprehend this expanded
field of post-minimal film? Can we determine the
outer contours of its field of operation? Can we
discover the rules that internally structure its dis-
cursive space of distribution? In short, what is the
topography described by post-minimal film?

At this moment we may recall one topographi-
cal map of the intersection between art and film
that is already at our disposal. | am referring to
the notion of expanded cinema, but 1 have also
insisted that this notion is facking in discrimina-
tory precision. Indeed, the term expanded cine-
ma operates {ess as a detailed map to a historical
period wherein we may orientate ourselves, than
as a kind of vectored space that cuts across a whole
swath of heterogeneous practices. These might
include, to consuit the checklist of X-Screen: Vito
Acconci, Marcel Broodthaers, Dan Graham, David
Lamelas, Bruce Nauman, next to Birgit and Withelm
Hein, Ken Jacobs, Xurt Kren, Malcolm Le Grice,
Carolee Schneemann, and Gottfried Schlemmer.
The advantage of "expanded cinema” as a term is
that it rejects the conventional boundaries bet-
ween the domain of the visua! arts and independ-
ent or alternative fifm. This is a necessary move,
since we are now able to survey a totality of re-
sponses to a similar set of problems concerning
the relationship of spectator to screen, and the
performative possibilities of film. The disadvan-
tage of the concept of “expanded cinema,” how-
aver, lies exactly in how this impression of totality
is arganized. Expanded cinema relies on the
common denominator of the film medium (even
though other media are enveloped in its environ-
ment). That is why I have suggested that expand-
ed cinema forms a vectored space. In other words,
expanded cinema remains largely impervious to
the acknowledgement and registration of differ-
ences in kind.

We need, therefore, to take another look “aver
our shoulder,” as it were, at an adjacent field of

expanded practice in the 1g70s, namely that of
sculpture. Writing in the same year as Le Grice,
Rosalind Krauss published her celebrated essay
“Sculpture in the Expanded Field.”3" This essay is
rightfully famous for introducing a new method
of structural analysis within contemporary art
criticism, which she used to examine post-mini-
malism and its radicaf shift away from a modernist
ontology of the medium. Modernism, as Krauss
argued, came to an end in post-minimalist prac-
tice since the latter “is not defined in relation to
a given medium-—sculpture—but rather in rela- &
tion to the logical operations on a set of cultural
terms, for which any medium—phatography,
books, lines on walls, mirrors, or sculpture
itself—might be used.” Now, film can be added
to Krauss’s list of optional media within post-
minimalism. 3

Krauss described an elegant device to map out
the "logical operations” that structured the prac-
tice of post-minimalism. The so-called Klein square
originated in mathematical theory, but had also
been annexed by structuralists during the 1g60s.34
Of course, the apparent simpiicity of the semiotic
square masks a greater complexity, but a brief
demonstration of its basic operation will suffice
for our needs. Ta construct the square one fisst
needs to select a set of binary terms A versus B,
This ariginal dichotomy is plotted on the “complex
axis.” The second step is formed by inverting this
original opposition so that a second set of oppo-
sitional terms is produced: non-A versus non-B.
This dualism is entered on the “neuter axis” and
it represents, in Krauss's words, the sum of the
neither/nor or & position of pure negativity, When
this four-fold set of contradictions is projected
within the figure of a square, a discursive field is
mapped out that both expands and clases the
possibilities of contradiction that were contained
in the original binary set,

In Krauss’s example, for instance, the complex
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Bruce Nauman, Rotating Glass Walls, 1970

In the early 19705, Bruce Nauman cenceives numerous works that deal with the physiology of perception. The film installation

Rotating Glass Wall is made up of 3 space on the walls of which four film locps are projected. The films show how a glass plate

is brought to rotate around the horizontal middle line, The shot is chosen so that the midline marks exactly the upper edge of )
the image, and the side edges of the glass are not to be seen. In this way, It is impossibie for the cbservers to get any sense of

size or a spatial orientation of what is shown, While the lower half of the rotating glass wall moves towards and away from the

spectators (on opposite walls), its appearance fluctuates between a transparent "non-surface” and a three-dimensionafly per-

ceived, materiat body.

123 Bruce Nauman, Rotating Glass Walls, 1970
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axis is formed by the contrasting terms of "fand-
scape” versus "architecture.” It follows that on
the neuter axis the opposition of “not-landscape”
versus “not-architecture” will appear. Along the
outer perimeter of the semiotic structure the dif-
ferent possibilities of sculptural production can
now be located; possibilities, that is, which can
be derived from the polarity between “landscape”
and "architecture.” It is actually the neuter axis
and not the ecomplex axis, however, that is truly
paradigmatic for post-minimalism. The reason
for this circumstance is that the opposition “not-
architecure” and “not-landscape” defines the
place of modernist sculpture, that is, the “home-
less” nature of its objects which assert their inde-
pendence of any social or natural framework. The
expanded field of post-minimalism, in other
words, is ganerated from 2 desire to escape this
double bind of modernist sculpture. i we now
maove along the sides of the square to the posi-
tion between “landscape” and “not-landscape,”
we will encounter the discursive place of “marked
sites,” Fxamples of marked sites, Krauss ob-
serves, may be encountered in the work of Rebert
smithsan, for instance his Spirdf fetty, but they
are not limited to this artist’s practice, nor does
a marked site find expression ir only one material
form. Krauss refers, for instance, to the more ephe-
merai Time Lines of Dennis Oppenheim, which
are traced in the snow and the photographs of
Richard Long, which are taken during his walks in
the wilderness. Finally, post-minimal artists are
not necessarily limited to one place within the
discursive field, but are free to move around its
circurnference; this in contrast to the specializa-
tion and stylistic unity of the modernist painter
or sculptor. :

| shall now leave Krauss’s further elaboration of
the structure for what it is. My own point is the
following: starting from a dichotomy between a
cultural and a non-cultural space, we can draw 2

kind of topographical map of the different stra-
tegic options that are open to artistic practice at
a certain histarical moment. This map is struct-
ured as a discursive field in which contrasting,
enunciative positions are distributed. It is impor-
tant to stress that at issue here is a set of neutral
places of enunciation that may be occupied by
any artist in succession. The artist can move around
the square at will and is thus no longer identifi-
able with a certain style or specific medium. But
the neutrality of this discursive model in terms of
the social function of the spaces it maps needs to
be questionad; the seductive clarity of its mecha-
nism ultimately forms its drawback. Once every
position is Jocked into place where is one left to
go? At the end of the day, we can conclude that
the semiotic square only produces this iHusion of
completeness at the price of certain exclusions.
However, the semiotic square can be treated as a
useful heuristic tool. We may play a kind of game
with it in order to organize the still unciear terrain
of expanded cinema, starting from the position
of formalist film, What are the oppositions that
structure this category? White formalist film re-
jects classical narrative cinema in favor of a self-
reflactive attachment to the film medium, classi-
cal cinema suppresses the cinematic apparatus in
service of the illusional completeness of its narra-
tive universe. Hence, we might construct our
complex axis of the opposition between “appara-
tus” (as a cultural term) and “world” (as a non-
cuttural term). A degree of semantic ambiguity
clearly adheres to each term. The term “world”
denotes an idea of reality as forming a unified
whole. It does not matter, then, whether the
ostensible totality of the real is thought to already
reside at the level of the pro-filmic (as in docu-
mentary film) or is experienced only at the level
of the projected image (as in narrative cinema).
The term “apparatus” can refer to the assemblage
of techniques and processes that define cinema
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as = whole in its various incarnations. In this case,
however, it does not matter to us whether "appa-
ratus” refers to the suppression of the projection
equipment {as in classical cinema) or the material
properties of the medium (as in formalist film).

1ot us now assemble our semiotic square. On
the complex axis we need to plot the opposition
between “world” versus “apparatus,” while on the
neuter axis we must inscribe the inverted opposi-
tion between “non-wortd” and “non-apparatus.”
Although the neuter axis of pure negativity re- -
mains as yet hard to imagine—what indeed is a
non-world?--let us explore where this strange
proposition might lead us. Here is the empty
square:

world apparatus ———» compiex axis

- —————
A

Y ¥
- ——————————

» feuter axis

noR-apparatus non-world

Along the periphery of this diagram, different
passibilities of film practice will now become
apparent. We have already located classical
cinema and formalist film. But what of the posi-
tion situated between "world” and “apparatus™?
One candidate for this spot is Stan VanDerBeek's
Movie-Drome. According to the fiimmaker, the
Movie-Drome would operate as follows:

In a spherical dome, simultaneous images
of alt sorts would be projected on the entire
dome-screen... the audience lies down at
the outer edge of the dome with their feet
toward the center, thus almost the com-
plete field of view is the dome-screen.
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Thousands of images will be projected on
this screen [...] It would be possible to
compress the last three thousand years of
Western life inte such an aspect ration
that we, the audience, can grasp the flow
of man, time, and forms of life that have
led us up to the very moment...details are
not important, it is the total scale of life
that is... in other words... using the past
and the immediate present to help us
understand the likely future.®

VanDerBeek's Movie-Drome functions as a sub-
lation of the “apparatus® and the “world"—the
latter being conceived in terms of the totality of
its visual output. In brief, the Movie-Drome con-
structs the “apparatus” as “world” and the “world”
as “apparatus.” The projection sphere expands,
as it were, the cranial dome outwards: a kind of
cerebrum saturated with audio-visual stimuli,
wherein the horizontally inclined audience may
indeed dream “the entire world picture,” and its
own self-allenation, in a psychotropic expansion
of consciousness.” '

A prime instance of the combination between
“non-apparatus” and “non-world” is Peter
Kubelka's Invisible Cinema. Originally conceived
in 1958, tnvisible Cinema was first built in 1970
for the Anthology Film Archives in New York.
Although it was designed with a different client
in mind, the Invisible Cinema was also well-suited
for the Anthology Film Archives, a showcase for
the formalist tradition of avant-garde film. {Clearly
a slippage occurs between the positions of formal-
ist film and the Invisible Cinema, but | designed
the square in order to foreground such ambiva-
jences and complications within the expanded
field of cinema; an issue to which | shall return.)
Kubelka described his projection space as follows:

Ceiling, walls and seats were ali covered
with black velvet, the floor was covered
with black carpeting, doors and everything
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else were painted black. in the whole
room, only the screen itself was not com-
pletely black. As a result, the screen and
the film projected on the screen were the
only visual points of reference. In a cinema,
one shouldn’t be aware of the architectural
space 50 that the film can completely
dictate the sensation of the space [...]
Special seats were designed which shielded
sight to both sides and made it impossible
to see one’s neighbors. The rows were
elevated so that the row in front of the
beholder did not interfere with the sight
lines to the screen. A wooden structure
rose above the heads of the people in the
row in front and bent forward so as to hide
the head.®®
The cinema was constructed to create an envi-
ronment of absolute darkness and silence in order
to enhance the audio-visual experience of the
cinematic medium in its most pure state. This
viewing machine resembles nothing so much as a
disciplinary apparatus: “the viewer sat upright
[...] because, of course, the position of the body
is very important to the mind.”® Kubelka, how-
ever, preferred to see the cinema in terms of its
enforcement of an ideal community of viewers,
“a sympathetic community was created, a com-
munity in which pecple like each other.”*® The
unruliness of the audience at commercial cine-
mas, whao crunch on thelr popcorn or arfive too
late, was banned from the Invisible Cinema, which
instead intended to improve on the set up of the
classical cinema by creating the “feeling of being
in the dark mother's womb from which one would
then be born into another world, the world of
the film."** Not surprisingly the fnvisible Cinema
proved in the end a financial fiasco and it was dis-
mantled in 1a74.
The Invisible Cinema, therefore, was geared
towards creating the illusion of a totally integrat-

ed, cinematic spectacle—"one screen, one sound
source cinema”—that would be surveyed by a
transcendental viewer. The projection space was
geared to the presentation of “cinemna art,” such
as the work of Carl Dreyer, or to the screening of
more reductive modes of filmmaking, like Kubelka’s
own abstract flicker films, yet it could not accom-
modate any multi-media works or perfermative
film pieces that draw attention to the actual
architectural surroundings. Kubelka’s ideal spec-
tator sat utterly erect, exercising his concentrat-
ed skills of contemplation, savering the formal
properties of the work, in disregard of the dis-
tractions of nasrative content, or the seductions
of character identification. The spectator was
transported to another world, but this world
coincided with the surface of the film itself that
was subjected to the critical judgment of the
spectator. This other world in essence meant the
non-worldly condition of filmic autonomy; this is
symbolized in the Invisible Cinema by the lighting
of the room befare and after the film, which con-
sisted of a strong lamp directed at the screen:
“when you came in there was a radiating screen
promising a coming event.”*

! have thus identified four positions in the dis-
cursive field of expanded cinema: ciassical cinema,
Movie-Drome, Invisible Cinemna, and formalist film.
The Movie-Drome cppases the Invisible Cinema,
while the classical nasrative cinema oppases for-
malist film. But are we not comparing dissimilar
items? The first three are examples of a specific
disposition of the projection space of {ilm, whereas
farmalist film dearly does not belong to such an
architectural category. On top of this, many for-
malist films could concelvably be screened in any
of the three types of projection space, although
Kubelka's cinerna would be the most inviting
place. Formalist film does not “sit well” in the
spot of “apparatus” and “non-world.” Indeed, the
confusion emerges from the ambiguity of the
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term apparatus as it has been applied. In the case
of tnvisible Cinemo the apparatus of projection
was made invisible to make the medium itself
wholly apparent. The virginal white screen that
the moviegoer encountered upon entering
Kubelka's cinema symbolized the purity of the
medium, just as the white canvas did for the
modernist painter. One is reminded of the struc-
tural filmmaker Hollis Frampton, who once wrote
that the white screen envelops all films: “We can
never see more within our rectangle only less [...]
if we want to see what we calf more, which is
actually less, we must devise ways of subtracting,
of removing, one thing and another.” The light
reflected off the radiant screen might help the
spectators find their seats, as Kubeika intended,
but it is not this literal function of the apparatus
that is to be minded, but the transcendent quality
of the light.

The opposite of the Invisible Cinema was the
Movie-Drome, which was considered by its author
to be an example of expanded cinema. Likewise,
within formatist film one can go the way of Van-
DerBeek or Kubelka. That is to say, formalist film
(which reveals itself more and more as a lessthan
felicitous term) is polarized between a strictly
formal aspect, concentrating on what happens
within the screen frame, and a more materialistic
aspect, which steps outside the screen frame into
real space, Le Grice, for instance, worked both
sides of the contradiction, but let us consider the
work of another artist to clarify this issue further.

Anthony McCall has explained that his Line
Pescribing o Cone deals “with one of the neces-
sary conditions of film: projected fight.”* It can,
therefore, be slotted in the position between
“apparatus” and “non-world” on our map. To view
the piece, the viewers stand with their backs to
the wall where normally the screen would be
placed and look directly at the projector. Slowly
a thin ray of light begins to curt around until,
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after thirty minutes, a complete circle is drawn,
thus describing a luminous cone in depth as a
kind of sculptural phenomenon. The work pro-
vides a perfect example of a performative mode
of film experience: “The film exists only in the
present; the moment of projection. It refers to
nothing beyond this real time."* It follows that
the artist had to be self-conscious about the
proper manner of presenting this work. McCall
has indicated that it was meant to be shown in
either an independent film showcase or a mu-
seurmn space.

In other words, Line Describing a Cone straddles
the institutional divide between the film and art
world.™ in essence, though, all that would be
needad is an “empty room,” which means that
the work rernains beholden to an ideal of relative
autonomy.” The performative aspect of the
screening daes little to change this formalist con-
dition of the work, but, as in my earlier example
of a performative paradigm of film, Zen for Filrm,
the institutional seiting has been illuminated to
a new degree. Both these works could be aligned
along another axis than that of expanded cinema
by, for instance, considering them in relation fo
Dan Flavin's fluorescent light installations.
(Kubelka's use of the projector beam to provide
house lighting in the invisible Cinema begs to be
considered in this context as well.} By doing so
we once more enter upon the genealogy of post-
minimal film which is connected fo an avani-garde
project of institutional critique.

if we now switch to another artist’s work, name-
ly that of David Lamelas, who is more directly
part of this post-minimalist genealogy, it will not
be hard to see how the strategy of “lighting” a
particular site may initiate a more critical relation
to or intervention within this site. Three early
works of Lamelas, Connection of Three Spaces

(1968}, Limit of Projection (or Light Projection in

a Dark Room) (1967), and Situation of Time, each

David Lamelas, Connection of
Three Spaces, 1566

David Lametas, Situation of Time,
1967




David Lamelas, Analysis of the
Elements by which the Massive
Consumption of Information
Takes Place, 1668
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explore different ways of illuminating, in more
than one sense of the word, the darkened space
of a room (respectively using the means of fluo-
rescent light, a spotlight, and seventeen televi-
sion sets). Lamelas would make his implicit stance
of institutional critique explicit in Office of Infor-
mation about the Vietnam War at Three Levels:
The Visual Image, Text, and Audio {Venice Bienni-
al, 1967), where the space of a press office was
remporarily superimposed on the gallery space.
The Office of Information thereby not only raised
the issue of the autonomy of the museurm, but
also succeeded in problematizing the emerging
administrative logic behind much contemporary
conceptual art, particularly in its use of the mass
media as a neutral conduit of pure information.®
This strategy of institutional critique is continued
in Analysis of the Elements by which the Massive
Consumption of Information Takes Place (1968),
which besides the use of mass media as the radio
and newspapers, incorporated film for the first
time in the form of a found commercial. The next
step in Lamelas’ evolving dialectic between gallery
and cinema is his A Study of the Relationships
between Inner and Outer Space (1969), which
farms the first in a series of films that he would
make during the course of the coming decade.

| believe that A Study of the Relationships
between Inner and Outer Space is not only an
admirable film in its own right, but an essential
object to consider in the context of expanded
cinema, This might seem surprising, considering
that it consists of a documentary film projected
on a normal, rectangular screen. However, A Study
of the Relationship of between Inner and Quter
Space casts an ironic look at the then contempo-
rary rhetoric of “expansion.” Lamelas’ film leads
the spectator out of the inner contines of the
gallery to the far reaches of space exploration.
By drawing ever widening circles, the film
analyzes the activities within the periphery of the

enclosed space of the gallery (The Camden Arts
Center) and, subsequently, within the urban
boundaries of the city of Londan. In a deadpan
style, the camera records various architectural
characteristics of the gallery (physical size, light-
ing, features, acaustics), daily activities (opening
doors, switching off of lights, cleaning, walking,
sitting, etc.), and the tasks of the staff members.
The spectator is then treated to an exposition of
the topographical structure of London, its mete-
arological zones, and systems of transportation
arid information. The fitm concludes by investi-
gating the consumption of information by ran-
domiy interviewing six passersby in the street
about the global event of the day: the first ian-
ding of an American astronaut on the moon. In
all its mockery of the “new frontier” of space
exploration, Lamelas does not forget one essen-
tial fact in his film: institutional critique is not
performed by an act of negation, but rather con-
sists of a *study of the relationships between
inher and outer space,” to mimic the film's title.
Institutional critique appears to operate on both
sides of the divide at the same time, but never
places itself wholly external to it. It also foliows
that such a transgressive mode of critique can
never come to an end, but must evolve with the
historical changes in the social function of insti-
tutions and their technologicai means of opera-
tion. '
Modernist art and fermalist film shared a will
to lock themselves in a closed space, whether
this space consisted of the white cube or a black
bax. The “outside” had been gradually abandoned .
to the hegemonic rule of Hollywood's culture
industry. Inside the “warm collectivity” of which
Kubelka spoke would seek refuge from a world
that had come under the sway of the commodity
fetish. Kubelka’s famity of individuated spectators
that lingered in the dark womb of his cinema rep-
resent the after-image of a luminous outside that
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Anthony McCall, Line Pescribing a Cone, 1973

Line Describing o Cone deats with one of the elementary conditions of film: the projec-
tion of light. Qn one wall in a darkened room, a film over 30 minutes lang showing the
drawing of a circle is projected. Artificial fog makes the light beam of the projector
dearly visible. The beam continuously develops from a line to a complete cone as the
circle on the wall is slowly closed. The spectator thus experiences light not as the mere
bearer of coded information rmade visible on the screen as an illusionary image. Moving
free in the room, he or she interacts with a light figure that indexes no reality beyond

the here and now.
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LINE DESCRIRING A CONE
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124 Anthony McCall, Line Describing a Cone, 1973
Photo: Peter Moore, Artists Space, New York, February1s, 1974
©Estate of Peter Moore/VBK, ViennafVAGA, NY

125 Announcement for Line Describing a Cong, 1973
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David Lamelas, A Study of the
Relationships Between fnner and
Quter Space, 1965
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was now distant in time and space, namely the
ninetenth-century ideal of an inclusive and trans-
parent public sphere, where every citizen possess-
ed equal access to the (printed) means of discur-
sive exchange. The demise of this literary public
sphere (never more than a bourgeois dream it-
self) is deliberately evoked by Broodthaers in a
scribbled note added to the edition of Le corbeau
et le renard, Marcel Broodthaers had scribbled

[ *homme de lettres manuscrites, I"homme de
lettres imprimées, la femme de lettres, le gargon
de lettres, la bofte aux lettres etc... une famille de
lettres.” Le corbeau et fe renard thus places itself
as another note in the margin between the mu-
seumn and the public media sphere, like A Study
of the Relationships between lnner and Quter
Space.

It was rapidly becoming dlear in the 1960s that
the Hollywood paradigm of classical cinema that
was perfected during the 1940s and 1950s was
iosing much its pre-eminent status as the prime
apparatus of homogenizatior in the public sphere.
Not only had television arrived on the scene, but
the shifting dynamics of a globalized market-
place challenged the critical notion of the culture
industry, which sought to capture the disciplinary
arrangement of society as a whole in the one
image of Hollywood cinema. During the 19605
the media public sphere underwent a massive
transformation that restructured the relations
between spectators and spectacle. A transforma-
tion that further expanded the reach of capitalism
into everyday life, for sure, but also providing
new creative opportunities for resistance.®® No
longer cauld the idea of a standardized audience
hold its own: the viewer as the passive consumer
of the Hollywood product, the viewer as the dupe
of the manipulative practices of the cuiture in-
dustry, A globalized mediascape enforced the
need of the entertainment industry to develop a
greater diversification of outlets and products.

Certainly this would lead to the establishment of
new forms of domination, but | cannot subscribe
to the dystopian view of Paul Virilio who, for in-
stance, exclaimead in 1984 that we are “now plung-
ed into the transpolitical pan-cinema of the nuc-
lear age, into an entirely cinematic vision of the
world,” He continues:
The extraordinary commercialization of
audiovisual technology is responding to the
same demand, For videos and walkmans
are reality and appearance in kit form: we
use them not to watch films or listen to
music but to add vision and soundtracks,
o make us directors of our own reality.>
The ever-greater penetration of the media into
everyday life (and the museum) is apparent, but
we need not become gloomy over the loss of a
phenomenological life-world of authenticity to
understand that there is a new arsenal of media
weapons at our disposal. What of the re-appro-
priation by post-minimal artists as Dan Graham
and John Baldessari of Super-8 foop projectors
that were meant for traveling salesmen? What of
a similar détournement of hand-held film cameras
that were destined for the mass market of home
moviemakers? These cameras came cheap and
were accampanied by a cheery little pamphlet
explaining the proper use “of your new posses- '
sion,” Scch post-minimal strategies do not com-
pute with Virilio's vision of the world converted
into a portable apparatus, nor does it compute,
for that matter, with the former hope of inde-
pendent cinema that an army of “ten-year-olds
are now fitming eight millimeter serials—maostly
science-fiction, | am told—in their backyards."""

A Topology of the Screen

What is the history we need? | have argued
that such a history would not only consist of
drawing a mare detailed map of the successive
sites explored by expanded cinema. We also
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need a better understanding of the ideclogical
operations that structure this spatial field or topo-
graphy. In other words, to what extent does the
terrain of expanded cinema overfap with an avant-
garde project of institutional critique? | have also
indicated that we have been somewhat short-
changed by the very concept of expanded cinema:
not alf works that critically engaged the “logic of
expansion” which gripped the combined art/film
world of the sixties and seventies adhere to the
category of expanded cinema, nor, for that
matter, to the very medium of cinema.

What we need is not a topography, but a topo-
logy of expanded cinema. Our main task now
does not consist of charting the finite distribution
of discursive positions within the closed bound-
aries of a culturaf field, although we need to pass
through such a stage of analysis. By topology |
mean a more dynamic understanding of the field
of filmic practice, a transgression of the physical
and ideological boundaries of things, a performa-
tive activity that will open onto the realm of pub-
licity, without being absorbed by it, an oscillation
on the boundaries. As Graham once remarked to
me, “my position is always in-between. It’s struc-
turalist anthropology and McLuhan at the same
time.”™ He then on to suggest another dominant
mathematical metaphor of the time, not the
Klein square but the Mdbius strip, which figures
within a particufar branch of mathematics called
topology. “Topology is a very 1960s idea, that
the inside and outside were the same surface and
that you could make a foop, like a Mbius strip,
identifying inside and outside.">

A topological field is thus a space in flux; it en-
genders a constant inversion of its boundary sur-
faces, a kind of temporal spacing in which differ-
ent discursive positions can come to overlap. Such
confusion on the boundaries, for sure, is not just
another way of speaking about intermedia. In a
topoiogical practice the boundaries between
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things, people, media, and spaces are not dis-
solved, rather they are marked in zlf their materi-
ality in order to be transgressed. A topological
practice of film does not project a simulacral
world in which all differences are erased. The
world does not become one seamless interface,
as in Virilio’s conceit of a “factitious topology In
which all the surfaces of the world are directly
present to another.”™ VanDerBeek’s Movie-Drome
comes close to realizing Virilio’s model of such a
factitious topology. | would ask that we think
more in terms of the superimposition of media in
Le corbeau et le renard, its constant switching
around of enunciative markers of place and time,
its endless dance around the positions of authority
(the raven) and subversive wit (the fox). | repeat:
Le corbeau sonne. Le peintre est absent.
Le renard sonne. L'architecte est absente.
Méme jeu, te corbeau et e renard sont
absents.

This interfolding of inside and outside space is
well-demonstrated in Grahany’s film work. One
might immediately think of his double screen
projection Body Press, which literally turns the
gallery space into a Mbius strip with its multiple
inversions of the perceptual and corporeal rela-
tions between cameras, perforimers, screens,
projectors, and spectators. In a esser known
example, Sunset to Sunrise (196g), the camera
traces out a spherical volume—like the actual
shape of VanDerBeek’s Movie-Drome—by circling
upward towards the zenith and then spiraling
downward again. The revolving movement of the
camera, however, does not have the effect of
consolidating the spectator’s position within the
sheltering dome of the sky, but quite the oppo-
site. The spectator wilt appear to be simultane-
ously situated on the inside of the celestial dome
and on its other side, much like the earth, as
Graham noted, which revolves around its own
axis but also around the sun. To confound the
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spectator even more, there is a temporal elision
at the core of the film that erases the temporal
interim between sunset and sunsise. The radical
distance of Sunset to Sunrise from VanDerBeek’s
dream of compressing three thousand years in
the spatio-temporal continuum of his Movie-
Drome needs no further comrment.

Ultimately, one work by Graham would have a
fundamentally effect of destabilization when
entered upon the topographical map of expand-
ed cinema. It does not simply ciose the already
mentioned series of classical cinema, Invisible
Cinema, and Movie-Drame, but throws the series
into a state of disarray. This work, as yet unreal-
ized, except as an architectural model, goes by
the neutral name of Cinema:

A cinema, the ground level of a modern
office building, is sited on a busy corner.
Its facade consists of two-way mirrored
glass, which allows viewers on whichever
side is darker at any particular moment to
see through and observe the other side
{without being seen by the people on that
side). From the other side, the window
appears as a mirror. When the light illumi-
nates the surface of both sides more or
less equally, the glass fagade is both semi-
reflective and partially transparent. Spec-
tators on both sides observe both the
opposing space and a reflection of their
own look within their own space.™ -

Within this curious structure, nestled in the
corner of a corporate building, all positions of
authority, identification and voyeuristic pleasure,
become exchangeable; they become, in other
waords, neutralized in succession, but not perma-
nently canceiled. This space is neither utopian
nor dystopian, it lies somewhere in-between, in
a chiasmic, fluctuating experience of a space that
functions as “an optical ‘skin’ both reflective and
transparent inside and outside.”®® In this Cinema

all films, formalist or comimercial, will be trans-
formed into topolagical film.

Postscript

If might seem that | had already reached my
conclusion by rapidly spiraling inwards to the site
of Graham's Cinema, but at the same time our
focus has shifted. The reader will have noticed
that the Cinema project is highly sensitive to its
setting in an urban and architectural context.
The subject of this work’s critique is the projec-
tion apparatus of classical cinema and it is, there-
fore, no longer attached to the space of the ga-
llery, except in its currently existing state as a
scale model. There is no practical reason, how-
ever, why Cinema could not be executed. The
design is not detrimental to the actual experience
of film. When the house lights are down, the
two-way mirror screen will function as a normal
movie screen (although passers-by in the street
will be able to see the projected image inre-
verse), In other words, Cinema belongs as much
to the history of cinema and architecture as it
does to art history.

Yet, there is another vector of escape that
functions within the genealogy of post-minimal
film. If 1 had entered the terms of “narrative”
versus “non-narrative” in my semiotic diagram,
this would quickly have become apparent. During
our earlier look at the work of Lamelas, we have
already seen examples of a “non-narrative” option,
which is employed to exert pressure on the com-
municative cancept of pure “information” (e.q.
Analysis of the Elements by which the Massive Con-
sumption of Information Takes Place and A Study
of the Relationships of Between inner and Outer
Space). Next would be the principle of “anti-nar-
rative™ that can be observed in Lamelas” Film
Script (Manipulation of Meaning} of 1972, This film
installation consists of a silent loop that shows a
series of events involving a female character. It

171




The Expanded Field of Cinema, or Exercise on the Perimeter of a Square Eric de Bruyn

forms really no more than a film fragment, which
lacks any clear, narrative development. in fact,
the scenario of Lamelas’ film is based on no more
than a section of the story line of a commescial
movie that had recently been released, atthough
this source is not directly revealed by the artist.
The film is projected together with three slide
shows, each one re-assembling the film sequence
according to a different pattern. The first slide
projector replicates the original, narrative succes-
sion, the second one has completely scrambled
the original order, and the third one shows only
specific moments, while dropping one scene all
together, The completion of the film loop is indi-
cated by a sudden gesture of the woman, who
turns around to directly confront the camera. At
this point the gaze of the woman becomes
briefly petrified in a freeze frame, before the loop
returns to its beginning again. Film Script (Manip-
ulation of Meaning) was clearly intended as a cri-
tique of the manipulative power of the media,
yet it was still conceived in specific relation to
the gallery context. The filmwas shot in Nigel
Greenwood’s galtery with tynda Morris, his assis-
tant, playing the chief role. The film also
witnessed its premiere at the same gatery.
Lamelas was thus faced with a dilemma: he
created gallery installations about the cinema as
institution. But his way out of this dilemma would
not be further based on the strategy of anti-nar-
rafive. if | now return to an earlier point in my text,
the reader will be reminded of a fourth optionin
the series “narrative,” “non-narrative,” and “anti-
narrative.” This additional strategy was broached
in the context of Le corbeau et fe renard and |
designated it as the option of “counter-na rrative.”
If one wants to develiop this fourth tactic in rela-
tion to the institution of classical cinema—as
"already had been the aim of the anti-narrative
method of Film Script (Manipulation of Meaning)—
it*s within the space of this very institution that
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one must do one’s burrowing.

The feature-length movie The Desert People
(1974) represents precisely such a decisive break
between the gallery and the cinema in the career
of Lamelas. Not only is the filin intended to be
shown in a cinema theater, and not a gallery
space, it has also fully adopted the narrative lan-
guage of cinema, or so it might seem at first to
the spectator. At its outset, The Desert People
closely follows the standard, narrative format of
the documentary genre. The spectator is shown
a series of interviews with a set of individuals.
We learn that this group had visited a Native
American reservation for on a previous occaslon.
The name of the Native American people and
their geographical location remain undisclosed,
but it appears to have been near the southern
border of the United States. The interviewees
represent a cross-section of American society,
while their contradicting recallections of the
desert people only succeed in shrouding the
latter in further mystery. It becomes clear from
these conversations that the people form a pro-
jective screen for the visitors' own complex feel-
ings of disaffection. The last interview is conduct-
ed with the guide of the group who, aithough a
member of the tribe, lives off the reservation.
Filined against a desert landscape, in contrast to
the urban setting of the other interviews, he
speaks of the imminent annihitation of his native
culture and the need to rescue it. And, then, in a
sudden lapse of character, he states: “This is one
way of doing i, F think, performing.” He switches
into Spanish, and finally into his native tongue.
There is no translation.

In the next shot, the car that had been carrying
the group to the reservation for a second visit,
careens off the road, plunging the travelers to
their death. By killing off the film with this stock
image from the Hollywood repertoire, the char-
acters suddenly come to exhibit their fictionat

David Lamelas, Desert People,
1974
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status. The effect is that of installing a “derisory
fetish” {Barthes) in the path of the spectator’s
gaze, and Lamelas has us apprehend our own
desire to imagine a coherent world where there
was none. Yet Desert People also represents a
final exit from the gallery circuit and, therefore,
from the purview of the present exhibition. Let it
be known, however, that Lamelas was not alone
in reaching these particular crossroads in the way
of post-minimalism, o

The strateqgy of counter-narrative suggests a
possible discontinuity in the history | have traced;
a break that occurred around the mid-ig70s. What
lies bayond remains a subject for another essay,
although it is clear that any such account would
need to retrace our steps in order to factor in the
emergence of television and video. By 15975, cine-
ma no longer functioned as the dominant model
of publicity and iLs transgressive function within
the gallery space seemed Jargely spent (only to
be resurrected in the 19gos). Aside from the diffi-
culty of assessing the meaning of such an "end-
ing"—a task that is far from complete—what |
have ascertained is that the discussion of the “two
avant-gardes,” which started up in the second
half of the decade, was a belated one from the
perspective of past-minimalism. The period 1965
t0 1975 had seen a fruitful interaction between
the avant-garde traditions of art and film which
had not so much expanded as destabilized the
genres, spaces, and frameworks of art production
and reception. For many artists this highly pro-
ductive period of post-minimal filmmaking would
lead to an increased interest in questions of nar-
rativity and to a difficuft decision about the future
course to take: avant-garde film, it seems, was
once miore heading to the exit signs of the
museum.
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