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hroughout cinema’s transformations across the twentieth and twenty-first centuries—
from the earliest reels to current media formats of all types—few characteristics 
remain as intrinsic as inscribed kinetic movement. Kinetic movement is an index of 
change in physical space. It is velocity, acceleration, trajectory, force and 

momentum. It encompasses both movement on screen and movement of the screen. Kinetic 
movement is concrete, material, and felt. While movement can be understood more abstractly 
through the concepts of processual change and transformation, this special issue of Synoptique: 
An Online Journal of Film and Moving Image Studies is focused on the kind of movement that 
puts the “cine” (originally “kine”) in cinema. Our interest lies in locating what is historically and 
conceptually specific about kinetic movement, and to observe its persistence over the course of 
cinema’s history, even amidst so much apparent change.  
 This journal issue takes as its point of departure the identity of cinema as a technology of 
kinetic movement. This approach encompasses a variety of aspects of recording, manipulating 
and projecting images and sounds, which expose the links between kinetic movement and image 
technologies. For example, it encompasses the intermittent action of the Geneva drive or Maltese 
cross mechanism within the camera, which allows the celluloid to move at a constant speed, 
stopping for an instant to allow each photogram to be captured. It also includes the equivalent 
operation within the projector which ensures the derivations from one frame to the next remain 
on screen long enough to produce the illusion of movement for spectators (including in cases 
such as animation, where there was never any original movement to re-produce). It further 
includes the technological impacts of cinema on the representation of moving bodies, such as 
when the camera is under- or over-cranked (creating fast or slow motion, respectively). Finally, 
though by no means exhaustively, cinema’s technologies of movement include the myriad 
devices which allow for the camera to perform movements of its own, even when, in the virtual 
domain, there is no physical camera to speak of. 
 Although this may appear to be a narrow point of departure, focusing on cinema as a 
technology of kinetic movement opens up a variety of questions. What is movement in cinema, 
and what exactly does the moving? How is movement represented and perceived? How does 
cinema’s technological approach to movement lend itself to other practices? How has the 
question of movement been taken up in film and media studies scholarship? The articles in this 
issue take up these questions by offering a range of historiographical, technical, and 
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phenomenological approaches to the study of movement in cinema’s socio-technical 
environment. 
 Our desire to study movement through the lens of technology is inspired by several recent 
endeavours in film and media scholarship. Once relegated to specialized and industrial 
publications, the topic of technology has recently been taken up by a wide variety of film and 
media scholarship. Much of this work is indebted to the legacy of Friedrich Kittler’s study of 
technical media as the basis of knowledge and the many forms of research it has inspired, such as 
media archaeology.1 Cinema as a technology has also become the focus of international 
conferences, research groups and publications over the last several years. The Impact of 
Technological Innovations conference held in Montreal from November 1-6, 2011—jointly 
hosted by ARTHEMIS, GRAFICS, and the Permanent Seminar on the Histories of Film Theory 
research groups—saw film scholars converge to discuss film technologies. Similarly, 
TECHNÈS, an international partnership of researchers including André Gaudreault, Rick 
Altman, Thomas Elsaesser, Martin Lefebvre, and Tom Gunning, theorizes the history of film 
techniques and technologies in both their earliest forms and most recent incarnations.2 Similarly, 
recent edited volumes have given both Anglophone and Francophone scholars a variety of 
interpretations of cinema’s technologies, including Annie van den Oever’s Technē/Technology 
(2014), and André Gaudreault and Martin Lefebvre’s Techniques et Technologies du Cinéma 
(2015). This issue of Synoptique continues the conversation by focusing specifically on the idea 
of movement, while avoiding techno-centric assumptions by situating cinema within its social 
and historical contexts. 
 We begin with four essays which engage directly with the issue’s focus on cinematic 
movement and technology: Gert Jan Harkema’s contribution “‘Move as if Alive’: The 
Kinematograph as Unstable Technology of Movement and its Impact on the Spectator” opens the 
issue. “Move as if Alive” was the headline of a Chicago Tribune newspaper article dating from 
1897, which introduced one of the early cinematographic technologies, Edward Amet’s 
magniscope. The phrase serves as a point of departure for Harkema, who situates the eponymous 
article in the local and historical context of late nineteenth-century Chicago, a city enamoured 
with new technologies and early cinematographic devices (encompassed under the term 
“kinematograph”). Harkema identifies two prevalent notions of movement at the time—as 
mechanical-dynamic, and as post-mechanical or energetic—which inform our understanding of 
contemporaneous reactions to the kinematograph. Period sources from other Chicago 
publications paint an insightful portrait of how audiences of the day may have understood and 
related to visual technologies of movement. 
                                                
1 See for example Wolfgang Ernst, Digital Memory and the Archive (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2013) and Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka, eds., Media Archeology (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2011). 
2 ARTHEMIS (Advanced Research Team on History and Epistemology of Moving Image Study), 
GRAFICS (Groupe de Recherche sur l’Avènement et la Formation des Institutions Cinématographique et 
Scénique) and TECHNÈS (International Research Partnership on Cinema Technology) are based in 
Montreal, and include scholars from Concordia University, McGill University, Université de Montréal, 
and Université du Québec à Montréal, as well as numerous international researchers. Their recent 
publications include Thomas Elsaesser’s Film History as Media Archaeology (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2016) and Marc Furstenau, Bruce Bennett, and Adrian MacKenzie’s Cinema and 
Technology: Cultures, Theories, Practices (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). 
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 Guest editor Philippe Bédard pens our second article, “The Protean Camera,” picking up 
on an idea touched on by Harkema, namely the role of the camera operator in the creation of 
cinematic movement. This essay adopts a techno-aesthetic approach to the study of camera 
movement technologies and historical techniques by analyzing the kinds of work that go into 
producing particular camera movement effects. Moving beyond simple technical or formal 
analyses of technological devices such as the Steadicam or the virtual camera, Bédard addresses 
the protean, or mutable nature, of camera movement technologies. He does so by questioning 
what various types of camera movements in narrative cinema can tell us about the devices that 
produced them and their operators, whose work remains concealed behind the screen. Bédard 
shows how cinema can reveal the work of movement and the technology that makes it possible 
through its uses of different modes of movement.  
 While Bédard tackles the technical production of movement, Jennifer Ann Zale 
investigates the visible production of movement on-screen by pre-revolutionary Russian 
ballerina-turned-film-starlet Vera Karalli. Zale draws on a significant number of archival sources 
in “Ballet’s Influence on the Development of Early Cinema and the Technological Modification 
of Dance Movement,” exposing a connection between the movements performed by dancers in 
the classical ballet tradition and those of silent film performers, originating in pantomime. At a 
time when cinema was a mere fairground attraction, its association with well-known ballet talent 
was intended to generate popular appeal and bring cinema into the mainstream. While the 
compatibility between dance movement and the technology of cinema was debated at the time, 
Zale demonstrates how filmmaking techniques adapted to accommodate the earlier art form. This 
briefly created a kind of cinema that was unique in its representation of movement, as dancer and 
camera learned to work together, thus laying the foundations of a particular pre-revolutionary 
Russian film style. 
 In “Seeing Aspects of the Moving Camera: On the Twofoldness of the Mobile Frame,” 
Jordan Schonig looks to experimental cinema to question phenomenological accounts of the 
moving image, which theorize the perception of movement with respect to a camera position. By 
challenging the camera’s anthropomorphism in light of Richard Wollheim’s notion of 
“twofoldness” in picture perception, Schonig seeks to expose the limits of what spectators might 
understand as camera movement, and how unique viewing conditions can affect our perception 
of movements on screen. The strength of this article lies in its demonstration of our ability to feel 
compelled by the moving camera. Experiencing movement perception as a technological and 
aesthetic effect of camera movement is one of several aspects of the perceptible image. The 
comprehensive survey of theories on camera movement Schonig presents offers a strong 
foundation for continued engagement with the medium’s technological production of movement.  

Following the four essays dedicated to technologies of movement, the issue’s peer 
reviewed section concludes with an article outside of this thematic focus (“hors numéro”). 
Hrishikesh Ingle’s “Early Marathi Cinema: Prabhat Studios and Social Respectability” traces the 
origins of one of the first regional cinemas in India. Using a combination of biographical 
accounts, archival sources and textual analysis, Ingle builds a picture of how Prabhat Studios 
cultivated a specifically regional Marathi cinema. He suggests that two key components of 
Prabhat Studios’ early success were its ability to mobilize regional forms of performance and 
artisanship for cinematic use. The studio thus assumed a social responsibility for cultural 
preservation, and acquired value through both its thematic content and extra-textual promotion of 
local culture. The regional specificity of Prabhat’s sound cinema shows that the modern national 
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Hindi-Urdu cinema did not simply overwhelm local specificity, but that spaces for mediation 
were also allowed to form. 

We round out our investigation of cinema’s technologies of movement with several 
reviews of recent academic contributions to the field and public exhibitions on the subject in the 
non-peer reviewed section of the issue. Kyla Rose Smith reviews Designing Sound: Audiovisual 
Aesthetics of 1970s American Cinema (Jay Beck, 2016), which circumvents the visual bias in 
film studies in his re-reading of New American cinema. Smith traces how Beck casts this period 
of American film history in a new light by examining film sound and creative labour. She also 
critiques his gendered conceptualization of creative labour, which emphasizes the contributions 
of male directors over other forms of creative labour, and women’s participation within the 
movement. Lola Rémy’s review of Sur le Film (Philippe-Alain Michaud, 2016) offers another 
way of re-reading film history and a unique take on cinema’s connection to movement. Rémy 
offers anglophone readers a rare glance into the thinking of French author Philippe-Alain 
Michaud, who proposes a reconsideration of film in this book, detached from the classical 
apparatus of projection. Instead, Michaud discusses an expanded perspective of what it means to 
think of “moving images.” Finally, Oslavi Linares Martinez reviews Animated Landscapes: 
History, Form and Function (2015) to offer a different perspective on the moving image from 
the field of animation studies. This volume, edited by Chris Pallant, exceeds prior discussions of 
settings and background in animated film, to engage with theoretical questions relating to 
animation’s particular relation to space and movement. Finally, guest editor Jordan Gowanlock 
reviews Archaeology of the Digital, a three-year exhibition project at the Canadian Centre for 
Architecture (CCA), in Montreal. In a media archaeology-style approach, the exhibit offered 
visitors the possibility of viewing objects tied to different steps of development for twenty-five 
specific projects. Linking this exhibit to the issue’s theme, Gowanlock insists on the forms of 
animation and stasis that traverse the projects, and offers a unique reading of the theoretical 
significance of the technologies of computer simulation emphasized in Archaeology of the 
Digital. 

When making their way through this issue, readers should keep in mind the importance 
of contextualizing scholarly analyses of technology, particularly those pertaining to cinema, 
within the epistemic traditions adopted by the various authors. Writing on technology in the 
context of cinema requires us to consider connections to other elements within its media ecology, 
as well as to social and historical contexts. The authors of the following texts have made great 
efforts to discuss the implications of cinema and technologies of movement as they relate to 
other practices, in ways that inform our understanding of various aspects of the moving image. 
Likewise, the editors of this issue would like to invite readers to think of movement in cinema 
and its ancillary technologies in ways that may reach beyond their immediate purview, and, we 
hope, discover something new. 
 
 
 
Jordan Gowanlock and Theo Stojanov are doctoral students in Film and Moving Image Studies 
at Concordia University. Philippe Bédard is a doctoral student in the Département d’histoire de 
l’art et d’études cinématographiques at Université de Montréal. 
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‘Move as if Alive’: The Kinematograph as Unstable Technology of 
Movement and its Impact on the Spectator 
 
Gert Jan Harkema 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
This article argues that the kinematograph, at the time of its introduction (1896-1897), was a 
technology of movement before it was a method of representation. Drawing on (or, in 
conversation with) Tom Gunning’s observations on the image of energy, I propose that the 
discourse around the early moving pictures signifies a mixture of two paradigms on movement: 
one mechanical-dynamic and one post-mechanical or energetic idea of movement. The multiple 
paradigms involved destabilized the understanding of the kinematograph. Therefore, in the 
conclusion, I offer possibility to rethink spectatorship in-between these paradigms on movement. 
 
Keywords: Early film history; film technology; the kinematograph. 
 
 
 

t the time of its introduction in 1896, the kinematograph was as much a technology 
of movement as a method of representation.1 The cinema, in this respect, was a 
machine before it became a screen.2 While many agree that these devices combined 
the attractions of movement and photographic realism, we are still short on 

understanding how movement was comprehended and perceived by audiences in the 1890s. By 
offering a close reading of the popular discourse surrounding the introduction of projected 
moving images in Chicago between1896 and 1897, this paper argues that the perception of 
moving image machines was affected by a paradigm shift in the understanding of movement and 
energy that occurred right before the turn of the century. The catchphrase “move as if alive”—
which appeared also as the title of an extensive Chicago Tribune piece on Edward Amet’s 
magniscope—referred to more than the attraction of “life-like” realism. It also entailed an 
association with at least two different ideas of movement as a fundamental element in the world.  

																																																								
1 André Gaudreault proposes that the term kinematograph covers the “appareil de base” (the base 
apparatus), such as the cinematograph, the vitascope, and the magniscope. As Gaudreault explains, the 
kinematograph was the generic term for moving image machines that appeared in the late 1890s while it 
signified the use of moving pictures in a pre-cinema context as part of a variety of cultural practices. In 
“The Culture Broth and the Forth of Cultures of So-called Early Cinema,” in A Companion to Early 
Cinema, eds. André Gaudreault, Nicolas Dulac, and Santiago Hidalgo (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2012), 15-17. 
2 Ian Christie, The Last Machine: Early Cinema and the Birth of the Modern World (London: BFI, 1994). 
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 In a recent article, Tom Gunning argues that at the time of its introduction cinema 
presented “an energized and animated image, not only portraying this new world [of modernity 
and electricity], but demonstrating its motive force.”3 While Gunning’s notion of an energy 
image reaching beyond realism is valuable, I will propose an alternative interpretation by 
concentrating on a major alteration in society’s conception of energy and movement as it 
emerged over the course of the late-nineteenth century. Coverage of moving picture attractions in 
Chicago’s popular press at the time shows that the kinematograph was associated with two 
paradigms of movement: a mechanical-dynamic concept of motion and the post-mechanical or 
energetic (electromagnetic) idea of movement. In these two different ways, movement was 
considered a fundamental force that the viewer, the pictures, the machine, and the outside world 
collectively took part in. These various and often contradictory conceptions of motion operative 
at the time potentially destabilized the viewer’s understanding and perception of the newly 
introduced moving picture machine.  
 Chicago audiences in particular might have been sensitive to the changing discourse on 
movement while perceiving the newly introduced kinematograph. The city became synonymous 
with a particular kind of technological modernity, where the gospel of progress of the 
“mechanical arts” and “applied science” prevailed.4 Chicago had successfully hosted the 1893 
Columbian Exposition in Jackson Park and by 1896 the downtown area had more electrical 
lightning and novel forms of mobility (e.g. elevated railroads and electrical cable cars, etc.) than 
any other city in the United States. This article will extensively draw on newspaper material from 
Chicago in order to outline the discourse on movement in relation to the kinematograph. While 
the 1890s newspaper press was notoriously sensationalist and liberal with the truth, these 
publications adequately addressed the contemporary experiences of their audience, hence they 
are valuable as evidence of popular ideas and beliefs.5 Through a detailed study of The Tribune’s 
“Move as if alive” article alongside other sources, the first section of this essay concentrates on 
movement as mechanical-dynamical flow, while the second part focuses on bursts of movement 
and electricity as potential sources of disruption. I conclude by briefly reconsidering the 
spectator’s position, away from one that is passive and immobile, towards one that is 
phenomenologically involved in the movement and thus part of the spectacle. 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
3 Tom Gunning, “Animating the Nineteenth Century: Bringing Pictures to Life (or Life to Pictures?),” 
Nineteenth-Century Contexts 36.5 (2014): 460. 
4 Donald Miller concludes in City of the Century: The Epic of Chicago and the Making of America: “By 
1893 […] Chicago had the busiest and most modern downtown in the country” (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1996), 16. Leo Marx reminds us that the word “technology” did not enter the American 
discourse before 1900 while concepts as “applied science” and “mechanical arts” had an ideological 
connotation of progress. “Technology: The Emergence of a Hazardous Concept,” Technology and Culture 
51.3 (July 2010): 561-577.   
5 As Michael Schudson writes “Life was a spectacle as never before for many, and the [New York] World 
spoke faithfully to that experience of the many.” In Discovering the News: A Social History of American 
Newspapers (New York: Basic Books, 1978), 119. 
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‘Life-Like’ Beyond Realism 
 
Similar to coverage in other US cities, a recurring claim in the Chicago press about the arrival of 
the vitascope, the cinematograph, and the magniscope, was the moving picture’s life-like 
resemblance. The Chicago newspaper The Inter Ocean, for example, introduced the vitascope as 
reproducing “an exact scene from life.”6 Meanwhile, the cinematograph could represent “with a 
realism which no word picture could.”7 Motion was the fundamental element of this life-
likeness. A reviewer in The Tribune describes the moment of first seeing movement as follows: 
“At first focus the view suggests the stereopticon, but in an instant it is given life, motion, and 
coloring.”8  The newspaper headline relating to Amet’s magniscope, “Move as if Alive,” can be 
seen as another variation on this motif. Yet, these claims of life-likeness did not entail a perfect 
moving picture, nor did audiences seem to mistake the representation for reality.9 Images were in 
black and white (or hand colored), silent, and often contained significant flicker. Frequently, 
technical failures disrupted the show, and these instances were mentioned in the papers as well.10 
Therefore, it is more likely that the comment about ‘life-like’ movement entailed an engagement 
with a broader notion of movement in modernity.  

What was ‘life-like’ was not necessarily a duplication of movement in appearance, but 
movement as energy, as a flow, as effect, and as a possible disruptive force. Looking at the 
reception of Lumière films in another context, Pasi Väliaho, like Gunning, concludes that “the 
so-called lifelikeness and emotional force at issue here is not so much about what films show but 
more about the movement and twitching of the cinematographic image itself.”11 The movement 
of the kinematograph thus “appears like an energetic field that directly involves our bodily 
dynamics.”12 Hence, it is this energy, a vitality transgressing the borders of the screen and the 
machine, which made the early moving image so life-like. While Väliaho focuses only on the 
image, the technology of the moving picture machines and the profilmic reality can also be 
included in this schema of movement. Just as the “Move as if Alive” article portrays Edward 
Amet’s routine of filming in the Chicago streets, mechanically developing his films and 
																																																								
6 Chicago Inter Ocean, July 5, 1896. 
7 Chicago Inter Ocean, October 4, 1896. 
8 Chicago Tribune, July 5, 1896. 
9 In terms of the illusion of reality, the discussion about the approaching train and its spectators diving 
away in fear—“cinema’s founding myth”—remains unresolved. As Martin Loiperdinger argues, “no one 
has yet proven the existence of a panic among the audience for the cinematographic locomotive pulling 
into the station of La Ciotat.” Meanwhile, Stephen Bottomore used the trope of the “panicking audience” 
that mistook the representation for reality as an indication of the spectator’s trouble with perspective. 
Martin Loiperdinger, “Lumière’s Arrival of the Train: Cinema’s Founding Myth,” The Moving Image 4.1 
(2004): 89-118. And Stephen Bottomore, “The Panicking Audience?: early cinema and the train effect,” 
Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 19.2 (1999): 177-216.    
10 The Chicago Tribune, for example, writes on August 11, 1896 that a show with the phantoscope at the 
Great Northern Roof Garden should be considered a failure and a disappointment. 
11 Pasi Väliaho, Mapping the Moving Image: Gesture, Thought and Cinema Circa 1900 (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2010), 94. 
12 Väliaho, Mapping the Moving Image, 18. 
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projecting them in front of an audience, movement was equally present in the camera-machinery, 
the development of film, the projection device, the images on screen, and the bodies of the 
spectators. As I will explain below, the multiple discourses on movement and the energy 
involved shaped audiences understanding of the newly introduced kinematograph as an attraction 
that could arouse a potentially disruptive viewing experience. Contrary to previous forms of 
kinetic attractions, movement could now be mechanically stored and projected while maintaining 
an existential bond with the profilmic reality. 
 
Mechanical Procedures: Amet and His Magniscope 
 
After the vitascope and cinematograph’s introduction in Chicago during the summer of 1896, 
several accounts of moving picture shows describe movement as a process, as an ongoing 
entanglement between representation and reality. Movement, in this respect, functioned as an 
existential bond that secured a kind of truth. “Every movement of the picture is perfect to the 
life,” as The Tribune reviews the cinematograph in October 1896.13 The same newspaper notes 
that through details and motion, the vitascope communicated “the general character of the natural 
scene.”14 

Meanwhile, coverage of the machines themselves maintained a kind of conundrum. The 
cinematograph, for instance, is described by The Inter Ocean as “a huge magic lantern, provided 
with a clockwork for the moving of the continuous roll of photograph negatives.”15 Similarly, the 
vitascope is portrayed in The Tribune as a “clockwork for moving the photographs before the 
lens,” and, at an earlier occasion “a remarkable manipulation of scientific forces.”16 But soon 
after these early reviews of the moving image machines, newspaper pieces appeared that explain 
how this complex machinery inside the camera and the projector ‘works’. In a way, these 
newspaper articles try to unwrap the kinematograph’s entanglement with reality. The Lumière 
device, for example, was defined as a “marvelous little machine” that is “easily described,” even 
though the writer wrongfully attributes the stability of the projected image to the distance 
between the photographs.17 In these articles movement is depicted as a process. Motion was not 
only something that appeared on the screen, but it was also located in the apparatus of projection, 
as much as it was present in the film strip and its recording. Indeed, motion on screen is only the 
end result of a series of mechanisms and procedures. In this manner, the articles address 
movement at multiple levels and stages.  

The “Move as if Alive” article also addresses motion as a process and as an element that 
defines the various stages of recording, developing, and projecting film. The piece meticulously 
follows the production of the moving pictures, with the objective to exhibit “the little 
transparencies” within the process. The writer states that while everybody knows how the images 

 

																																																								
13  Chicago Tribune, October 5, 1896.  
14 Chicago Tribune, July 5, 1896. 
15 Chicago Inter Ocean, September 10, 1896. 
16 Chicago Tribune, August 30, 1896, and Chicago Tribune, July 21, 1896. 
17 Chicago Tribune, October 5, 1896. 
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Fig. 1 Courtesy of ProQuest Historical Newspapers / Chicago Tribune 
	

 
 
 
 
 
 
look when projected, “what they really are, how made, and how exhibited, is so much a source of 
ignorance.”18 Tracking the different stages of recording, development, and projection, the article 
describes movement as a flow. It starts in the profilmic reality, goes through different stages of 
machinery and humans, and ends up on the white canvas screen in the popular theater. The 
illustrations included in the newspaper article depict the various stages of recording and 
processing film (Fig. 1). Under the header “how photography represents images in-action” we 
see (clockwise) four drawings: a crowd gathered around the camera, a film printing machine, a 
portrait of Amet with his camera, and the magniscope projector. Across these pictures there is a 
film strip depicting people on bicycles (a “piece of the ribbon exact size” [sic]).   

																																																								
18 Chicago Tribune, April 4, 1897. 
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 The description of the journalist’s day with Amet starts with a crowd that has gathered in 
the street. Amid all the people, the filmmaker is “busily” recording the scene with his ostensibly 
self-invented camera.19 The activity of recording is accurately situated within the street crowds. 
After this description of the crowd, the writer states that Amet starts recording, by turning the 
crank, as a careful operation between man and machine. When the recording is finished, Amet 
relocates and moves through the city to another scene of interest, the train platform.  Here Amet, 
again, “was industrially turning the crank of his instrument.” As “the moving picture machine 
wants motion,” the city of Chicago with its crowded streets, busy train station and “numerous 
other events”, are conceived as the raw ingredients of movement that the camera feeds on. The 
filmmaker, Amet, is also constantly described in motion, as he is on the road from one scene to 
another. And when he is in stasis, he operates the machine through the crank. It is quite telling 
that a group of people on the railway platform, assumingly posing for the photographic camera 
and thereby contradicting the movement of their surroundings, “were nearly struck by the engine 
[the locomotive] before they could break the rigidity of their poses.” Thus it is movement that 
characterizes the metropolitan city and the moving picture machine adheres to that reality. 
 After the sections on recording, the mechanisms inside the camera as well as the 
procedures and energies involved in the development of the film are described. Inside the camera 
“the mechanism feeds the film strip” (emphasis added). Quite effortlessly, the article moves to a 
section that reports on the development process. Throughout the text, each stage of development 
is characterized by a form of mechanical movement. In this way, motion appears as a recurring 
and continuous force. The development of the strip, for example, is done with “a wonderfully 
accurate little mechanical contrivance operated by a water motor” that powerfully punches 
through the strip.20 The verb “feed” appears for a second time, as the “machine must feed the 
pictures for exhibition purposes.” And for a third time, concluding that the feed mechanism is 
vital for a smooth picture. Printing a positive picture from the negatives involves the aid of a 
“special device” through which the films are unrolled and pressed together, using the right 
aperture, “in the instant of time which elapses while the films are passing the opening the 
printing is done.” Thus, in this description, the film rolls are constantly involved in some kind of 
process, each one indicating a variety of movements.  
 
Mechanical Movement and the Continuity of Energy 
 
What we recognize in this extensive description—published in one of the city’s most widely read 
newspapers—is a locally specific “operational aesthetic.”21 Chicago audiences were eager to 
read about the mechanics behind the trick in the popular press. But what is most relevant for our 
current discussion is how these operations are depicted in the newspaper piece. Emphasizing the 
																																																								
19 Interestingly, in the newspaper piece the camera is incorrectly introduced as the magniscope. The 
magniscope was the name of the projecting device. Amet might have used a kinetographic camera 
patented by Nicolas Nelson, a mechanic that worked with Edward Amet and his brothers. See Kekatos, 
“Edward H. Amet and the Spanish-American War film.” 
20  A water motor is a small engine quite similar to an applied steam engine. 
21 Neil Harris, Humbug: The Art of P.T. Barnum (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
1973), 73-82. Chicago’s post-Columbian exposition audiences might have been particularly sensitive to 
mechanical explanations. 
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processes of filming, developing, and projection, the moving picture machine is presented to the 
readers as the attraction that performs the mechanical splitting and assembling of the reality’s 
flows of movement. It is depicted as a piece of machinery that relocates motion from the streets 
to the theaters. 
 In this way, the “Move as if Alive” article relates the kinematograph to the dominant idea 
that movement entailed more than appearance. In a broader perspective, movement was seen as 
the manifestation of energy while both energy and motion appeared as a continuous flow. In his 
book Energy, Force and Matter, Peter Harman suggests that during the second half of the 
nineteenth century movement was considered the underlying principle of all objects in the world. 
In his formulation of this paradigm of movement, “light, heat, electricity and magnetism […] 
these are now treated as forms of motion, as different manifestations of the same fundamental 
energy.”22 Motion becomes the elementary ingredient already available in a fundamentally 
mechanical and dynamic universe.23 The two laws of thermodynamics that were identified 
halfway through the nineteenth century created a worldview consistent with endlessly 
convertible and transformable flows of energy. The conceptual bundling of energy and 
movement suggested a way of seeing that was mechanical, universal and quantifiable. 
 The Tribune’s “Move as if Alive” article demonstrates how the kinematograph was 
explained to Chicago readers in terms of the mechanical-dynamic paradigm of movement. It 
describes motion not just on the screen, but also on multiple levels between reality, the camera, 
and the projected representation. Movement crosses humans, objects, mechanisms, and 
technology. What we can read in the newspaper piece is a heightened awareness of movement as 
a flow. Movement is an energy that the camera, the developing mechanisms, and the projecting 
device (the magniscope) transform and redirect. In other words, moving pictures as an extensive 
mechanical procedure quantifies energies (movements, gestures, approaching trains) in amounts 
of images. In an earlier piece on the cinematograph, The Tribune wrote, “To show a person in the 
act of making a bow requires about fifty photographs. The lifting of the hat requires a dozen, and 
so on.”24 Hence the motion of both kinematographs, the cinematograph and the magniscope, 
functions as a method to store, measure, and calculate energies into numbers of pictures. 
 Moreover, the article also explains that certain moments of high energy, such as the 
arrival of a train or the movement of waves on the shore are especially challenging to capture. 
These instances require special skills from Edward Amet, the camera operator, as the turn of 
crank has to be done at the right speed in order to match the action before the camera. Thus the 
article presupposes a bond between the movement in the profilmic reality, the turn of the crank 
and the apparatus, and moving pictures recorded. These moments of high energy correspond to 
Gunning’s concept of the “image of energy” in which nineteenth-century technologies could 

																																																								
22 Peter M. Harman, Energy, Force and Matter: The Conceptual Development of Nineteenth-Century 
Physics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 1. 
23 Lynn Voskuil, “Introduction. Nineteenth-Century Energies,” Nineteenth-Century Contexts 36.5 (2014): 
391. 
24 Chicago Tribune, October 5, 1896. This comment also echoes Eadweard Muybridge’s study on human 
movements, as well as modernity’s ongoing effort to control the human body and make it as efficient as 
possible, as Anson Rabinbach argues in The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of 
Modernity (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1990). 



Move as if Alive 

Synoptique Vol. 5, No. 2 (Winter 2017) 8 

make energies visible.25 Yet, while Gunning relates the image of energy to ghostliness and 
otherworldliness, the discourse on moving pictures in Chicago voices a more rational and 
‘scientific’ concern. The flow of movement that The Tribune article presents is fundamentally 
worldly and recognizable to its metropolitan readers. The energies that the moving pictures 
quantify and make visible originate from familiar crowded streets, trains, and railway stations. 
For the Chicago audiences that attended kinematograph shows, the energies that the technology 
made visible were inherently familiar. In this way, the idea of a mechanical-dynamic flow of 
movement that the moving pictures participated in might have established a form of continuity or 
even an existential bond between the outside reality and the space of projection.    
 
Post-Mechanical Paradigm of Movement 
 
However, the flow of movement presented by the kinematograph was fragile and delicate. As 
much as there was movement during the early moving picture shows, there was also stasis.26 
During its projection, the flow of movement could easily be disrupted. Individual films ran for 
about forty seconds, depending on the speed of projection. In other instances, a scene was 
projected in a loop, allowing viewers to watch the action repeating itself multiple times over a 
number of minutes. An early effort in Chicago to establish a more continuous and smooth show 
was the use of two vitascopes at Hopkins’ South Side Theater.27 These projections ended 
abruptly and unexpectedly: there were breaks between the scenes in which the presenter took 
center stage. In this way, motion appeared intensified (or concentrated) and fragmented. Most 
early projectors allowed backwards projection as well. Yuri Tsivian defines this reverse 
projection as the “optical refutation” of the continuity of energy (that is, the optical refutation of 
the mechanical world-view).28  
 In the course of the 1890s different theories on movement and energy appeared that 
refuted mechanical notions on the continuity and preservation of motion. This new paradigm 
provided a way to understand the world in terms of discontinuities and intensities. In this way, 
this post-mechanical way of conceiving motion provided another method of comprehending the 
moving pictures, one that was active alongside the mechanical-dynamic descriptions. Instead of 
movement as a flow, motion is depicted in these instances as a burst of motion and as an energy 
thrown on the screen. The article on Amet and his magniscope, for example, describes how at 
each instant “light is suddenly thrown through it [the picture] on screen […] And the projected 

																																																								
25 Gunning, “Animating the Nineteenth Century: Bringing Pictures to Life (or Life to Pictures?),” 469. 
26 Vito Adriaensens and Steven Jacobs write that paradoxically, the medium of movement “seems to have 
been fascinated by stasis and stillness.” In “The sculptor’s dream: Tableaux vivants and living statues in 
the films of Méliès and Saturn,” Early Popular Visual Culture 13.1 (2015): 41. 
27 According to a review in the Chicago Inter Ocean (July 5, 1896) there were already two vitascopes 
operative during the first show at Hopkins’ South Side Theater in Chicago, securing the pictures to be 
shown “in rapid succession.” The practice of operating two projectors seems to have been unique, as I 
was unable to trace evidence of this practice at other theaters in Chicago and other US cities.  
28 Yuri Tsivian, Early Cinema in Russia and its Cultural Reception (London and New York: Routledge, 
1994), 57. Tsivian, writing on the introduction of cinema in Russia after 1906 focuses on how the moving 
pictures represented Eisenstein’s theory of relativity. 
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image is made to appear to move.”29 At an earlier occasion, describing the vitascope, the 
newspaper wrote “in an instant it is given life, motion, and coloring.”30 These sudden bursts of 
light and movement destabilize the natural flow of motion. 
 Electromagnetics, as Christoph Asendorf writes in his book Batteries of Life, contributed 
to a post-mechanical paradigm in which objects and energies flow immaterially, invisibly, and 
more unexpectedly than in the dynamic, mechanical world-view.31 Whereas in the mechanical-
dynamical conception of the world energy appeared visible and audible, like the steam and noise 
of a train, in the post-mechanical paradigm, movement is seen as the emblem of energy, and 
could appear abruptly at any instance. Above all, electricity became a “life force.” It breathed life 
into inanimate objects. As 1890s Chicago audiences were eager to read, these new forms of 
energy were both powerful and life threatening.32 Movement as energy also signaled the 
possibility of disruption. Electricity symbolized both the continual motion fundamental to 
modernity as well as the shocks and assaults on the body that came with it.  
 It is interesting to note that the descriptions of moving picture machines appeared at the 
junction between the two different paradigms. The popular discourse of 1896-1897 Chicago 
demonstrates the mixture of connotations and understandings that arose with this new machine. 
Electricity, for example, was frequently associated with the movement of the kinematograph, 
even though most devices were hand-operated and not all shows used an electrical light source. 
Initially, the vitascope was introduced to the Tribune readers as “a combination of electrical 
forces reproducing scenes from life […].”33 Another article from later that month writes that 
details were thrown on the screen “by a remarkable manipulation of scientific forces.”34 The 
Inter Ocean described that before the machine’s premiere, “The electrician for the 
Cinematograph has been in town all week, fixing the wires and the switchboard.”35 And even in 
a Tribune article that denounces the cinematograph as a device “easily described,” the author 
mistakenly observes that there are a number of electric wires attached to the projecting 
apparatus.36 
 Notions of post-mechanical and electrical movement and energy might have been 
especially alluring to Chicago audiences. The Columbian Exposition of 1893 was renowned for 

																																																								
29 Chicago Tribune, April 4, 1897. Emphasis added.  
30 Chicago Tribune, July 5, 1896. 
31 Christoph Asendorf. Batteries of Life: On the History of Things and their Perception in Modernity 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993). See also Harman, who describes how 
Hendrik Lorentz “envisaged an electromagnetic rather than a mechanical view of nature, denuding the 
ether of mechanical properties.” In Energy, Force, Matter, 7. 
32 For example, although the Chicago public was fascinated by electricity and new forms of movement at 
the Columbian Exposition, it fiercely opposed high-voltage lines for electric streetcars. The Tribune even 
published a piece titled “Death in the Air.” See Miller, City of the Century, illustration 16. 
33 Chicago Tribune, July 5, 1896. 
34 Chicago Tribune, July 21, 1896. 
35 Chicago Inter Ocean, September 10, 1896. 
36 Chicago Tribune, October 5, 1896. The writer clearly means the cinematograph itself, and not the light 
source, as he writes, “It is a small, square box of glass and wood hitched to a number of electric wires.” 
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its promotion of electricity, as contemporaneous authors remarked.37 Not only were the amount 
of light bulbs used at the exhibition larger than the total present in any American city, but 
electricity was also presented there as a novel source of power for transportation in the form of 
electrical-powered moving sidewalks and a railway.38 Electricity became closely affiliated not 
only with the spectacle of light, but also with movement and urban crowds. It established 
Chicago’s status as the frontier of technological modernity. Soon after the exhibition, the city 
would be nicknamed the “Electric City” due to the electrical lights illuminating the downtown 
streets.39 As a result of the world fair and the popular scientific press, local Chicago audiences 
seem to have been well aware of emerging notions on energy and movement. This new 
knowledge entailed that the earth and its atmosphere contained invisible energies that could be 
bundled and released. Thus, electricity was both a life force and a lethal threat. To convert it into 
movement or moving images could be seen as a precarious affair. 
 In April 1897, when the article “Move as if Alive” appeared in the Tribune, 
misunderstandings about electricity’s contribution to the moving pictures had more or less 
vanished. The newspaper explained earlier that the involvement of electricity was rather 
minimal.40 Nevertheless, I would argue that associations with electricity still influenced the 
reception of the kinematograph in Chicago and its surrounding discourse. Paradoxically, 
movement in the projected pictures is described in one instance as an orderly, mechanical flow, 
while the same element of motion is explained as a sudden burst and an eruption of energy. The 
Tribune, for example, narrates that “figures begin to move symmetrically, and the bustle and 
activity of real life are before the observer.”41 The article on Amet’s magniscope likewise 
portrays movement as a powerful force. Motion as the visual rendering of energy is omnipresent 
in Chicago’s metropolitan streets, and Amet’s machine absorbs, redirects, and stores this energy. 
The moment of projection, subsequently, is described as of moment of release. Through the 
movement of the pictures, energies are released before the public. Therefore, the local popular 
discourse on the kinematograph contained an eclectic mix of two paradigms on movement. The 
projected moving-picture attraction and its technological procedures were explained as an event 
of mechanical-dynamical movement, while, at the same time, they also alluded to the newly 
emerging post-mechanical electromagnetic paradigm. In any case it was movement itself, not as 

																																																								
37 See, for example, J. P. Barrett, Electricity at the Columbian Exposition (Chicago: R. R. Donnelley, 
1894).  
38 David. E. Nye, Electrifying America: Social Meanings of a New Technology, 1880-1940 (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1990), 38-41. 
39 Robert Muccigrosso, Celebrating the New World: Chicago’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 (Chicago: 
Ivan R. Dee, 1993). See also Harold L. Platt, Electric City: Energy and the Growth of the Chicago Area 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).  
40 The Tribune wrote about the cinematograph on August 30, 1896. “Contrary to the general belief, which 
doubles arose out of the association of Edison’s name with the American invention, the light is the sole 
connection of electricity with the apparatus.” But, as explained above, on October 5, The Tribune repeats 
the electrical association with the cinematograph by describing “a small, square box of glass and wood 
hitched to a number of electric wires.” 
41Chicago Tribune, July 5, 1896. Most likely, this observation concerns the Edison kinetoscope film 
picturing the Leigh Sisters’ Umbrella Dance (1895). 
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supportive to the representation but as the representation, which was expressed as a fundamental 
element of this new technology.   
 
The Spectator 
 
If we hold that popular discourse in some way originates from the audience’s experience, or 
conversely, that Chicago audiences were influenced by the discourse on movement and the 
kinematograph, then the manifestation of multiple paradigms in that discourse allows us to 
theorize on the spectator’s experience. The presence of two different ideas of motion and energy 
in the popular press’ coverage indicates the temporal absence of a solid conceptual framework 
regarding the newly introduced moving pictures. Contradictory explanations could further 
obscure the spectator’s already limited understanding of the vitascope, the cinematograph, and 
the magniscope.  
 Gunning argues that the late-nineteenth century’s images of energy aroused an uncanny 
experience within spectators due to the visibility of energies that would normally remain 
unseen. 42  Yet, for the kinematograph this uncanny experience remains hard to locate in 
Chicago’s popular press. The aesthetic experience that the historical audiences participated in 
seemed not so much directed toward a ghostly otherworldliness, but was rather aimed at the very 
earthly and worldly context of modernity. If we recognize the kinematograph as a technology of 
movement situated at the cross-section of two paradigms, the spectator’s position needs some 
revision. Although such a project would reach beyond the scope of this article, we could sketch 
some preliminary conclusions.  
 In the specific context of the highly technological modernity of late 1890s Chicago, the 
comment of “move as if alive” should not be understood simply as a claim of realism. The 
“realistic reproductions […] wonderfully lifelike and distinct” entailed the presentation of 
movement as a vital force in this particular modern world-view, as much as it concerned 
photographic realism.43 In each case, movement was not just something that occurred on screen. 
Whereas photographic realism ideally makes the medium transparent, the kinematograph’s 
capacity as a technology of movement arranges the device itself as the center of attention. Yet 
the effect of this mediation was not to distance the spectator but to involve him or her in the 
spectacle of motion. Movement was situated inside the projecting apparatus, during the 
processing and development of the film strip, inside the camera, at the site of the operator’s 
body, and as part of the external world. And as a flow, even the screen is not the end point of the 
kinematograph’s movement. The spectator became part of the flow of movement, similar to the 
manner in which the flâneur takes part in the flux of the world.44 This challenges the duality 
widely accepted in film theory between the mobility of the images on the screen, and the 
																																																								
42 As Gunning writes, “The nature of the encounter with dynamic cinematic image was more uncanny, 
introducing viewers to a new immaterial, purely visual, energy and its power over the viewer’s 
imagination.” In Gunning, “Animating the Nineteenth Century: Bringing Pictures to Life (or Life to 
Pictures?),” 462. 
43 Chicago Inter Ocean, August 30, 1896. 
44 As Nancy Forgione argues, the flâneur was not just a distanced spectator, but was also sensuously 
involved in the outer world. In “Everyday Life in Motion: The Art of Walking in Late-Nineteenth-
Century Paris,” The Art Bulletin 87.4 (2005): 664-687. 
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immobile and passive position of the viewer.45 Movement, in the case of the earliest moving 
pictures, was something in which the spectator (the human subject) and inanimate technological 
objects (the camera and projection apparatuses) produced together. In that respect, the movement 
of the kinematograph provides another example of what Mark Seltzer labels “the radical and 
intimate coupling of bodies and machines” in the late-nineteenth century.46 Machines and bodies 
both participate in the flow of movement. Movement as animation, as “impart[ing] life, vitality, 
and motion,” was something that occurred between objects and bodies.47  
 Movement was the fundamental characteristic of moving images. What I have been 
arguing is that the Chicago popular discourse indicates that the attraction of movement was not 
just limited to the images on screen. The popular observation “move as if alive” thus entailed 
something more than a claim of realism. Life-like movement could be considered as the 
attraction of movement involving a broader concern with motion; one that stretched from 
Chicago’s crowded streets through machines and pictures to the realm of the auditorium. The 
discourse through which movement was understood in 1896 and 1897 was subject to a 
significant paradigm shift. This altered the conception of the kinematograph, as the technology 
of moving pictures could now be apprehended in various ways.  To “move as if alive” could now 
mean both the kinematograph’s capacity to partake in the flow of life, and its capacity to disrupt 
that same flow through its intensity and fragmentation. In a mechanical way, the kinematograph 
could redirect and represent the late nineteenth-century’s existing energies from the street to the 
local theater stages and dime museums. At the same time, this technology of movement signaled 
the burst of discontinuous, electromagnetic energies that were recognized as a paradoxically 
lethal source of life. Hence, the movement of the moving pictures was inherently unstable. This 
instability was not just due to technical constraints. Delivering a shaky image, containing 
significant flicker, the technology of moving pictures itself was characterized by a contradiction 
in understanding. Yet, in terms of discursive practices, these contradictory notions on movement 
were not all negative, as they stirred a truly modern experience of being-in-motion: a collective 
effort between humans and technology.  
 
 
Gert Jan Harkema is a doctoral candidate in Cinema Studies at Stockholm University’s 
Department of Media Studies.48  

																																																								
45 As Anne Friedberg writes, “as film spectators, as television viewers, as computer users, we are 
immobile in front of screes full of images and sounds. Facing a screen, the spectator/viewer/user is caught 
in a phenomenological tangle—twin paradoxes—of mobility and immobility (mobility of the images; the 
immobility of the spectator) and of materiality and immateriality (the material space of the theater, 
domicile, or office and the immateriality of the cinematic, televisual, or computer image).” In The Virtual 
Window: From Alberti to Microsoft (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2006), 150. 
46 Mark Seltzer, Bodies and Machines (New York and London: Routledge, 1992), 13. 
47 Jackie Stacey and Lucy Suchman, “Animation and Automation: The Liveliness and Labours of Bodies 
and Machines,” Body & Society 18.1 (2012): 1-46. 
48 Acknowledgements: I would like to thank all presenters participating in the panel series “Rethinking 
Movement” at the SCMS 2016 Conference, as well as the anonymous reviewers for their helpful and 
constructive comments. 
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The Protean Camera 
 
Philippe Bédard 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
This article argues that the camera is a protean, mutable figure, and investigates the power of 
moving image sequences to perform aspects of this multifaceted apparatus. By comparing the 
technical characteristics of the hand-held camera, the Steadicam, and the virtual camera to their 
aesthetic performance on screen, this paper offers an interpretation that underlines the influence 
of filmmakers and technicians in producing particular camera movement effects. Analyses of 
virtuosic camera movements in The Last Laugh (F.W. Murnau, 1924), Atonement (Joe Wright, 
2007), and Avatar (James Cameron, 2009) serve to illustrate the protean nature of the camera 
by highlighting how films can put on display different facets of these camera movement 
technologies. Finally, this paper gestures towards the importance of engaging with the work 
performed by camera operators and technicians behind these machines, which plays a key role 
in producing these effects on screen. 
 
Keywords: Aesthetics, camera movements; hand-held camera; technology; Steadicam; virtual 
camera. 
 
 
 

hroughout its first decades, cinema was the site of many technological innovations 
in ways of moving the camera, as evidenced in such films as Panorama du Grand 
Canal vu d’un Bateau (Alexandre Promio, 1896), Kri Kri e il Tango (anonymous, 
1913), Cabiria (Giovanni Pastrone, 1914) and Intolerance (D.W. Griffith, 1916). In 

a video essay on camera movements and their analogies in the early decades of the medium, 
Patrick Keating argues that this climate of innovation grew more important in the 1920s and 
1930s, becoming a battleground for two fundamentally different ways of moving the camera and, 
more importantly, of discussing the nature and attributes of camera movements in narrative 
cinema.1 In particular, Keating identifies a key opposition in the practical and theoretical 
discourses that surround technologies of movement in this period: “the contradiction between 
anthropomorphism and omnipresence.”2 While the former casts the camera as an embodied 
entity within diegetic space, the latter refers to techniques that allow the camera to become a 
narrator in the story by making it possible to move seemingly beyond physical and diegetic 

																																																								
1 Patrick Keating, “A Homeless Ghost: The Moving Camera and Its Analogies,” [In]Transitions, 
(December 29, 2015), http://mediacommons.futureofthebook.org/intransition/2015/12/29/homeless-ghost-
moving-camera-and-its-analogies. Accessed December 3, 2016. 
2 Ibid. 
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bonds.3 Underlying this dichotomy, however, is the notion that camera movements can reveal a 
great many things about cameras and their protean nature. 

In this article, I propose to take up Keating’s premise and pursue this analysis of camera 
movements and the discourses that surround them. Rather than juxtaposing the discourses and 
practices of film technicians, the purpose of this essay is to question how films use camera 
movements and what those movements tell us about the machines and technicians behind the 
image. In short, what do camera movements tell us about the devices—and operators—that 
created them? What aspects of the protean and multifaceted device we call “camera” are depicted 
through the performance of camera movement? In the interest of cohesion and clarity, this 
project focuses on analyses of three key technologies that revolve around the union of body and 
machine, namely hand-held cameras, the Steadicam, and the virtual camera. By limiting the 
study to devices that share ties to the human body, this article highlights how camera movements 
can perform different aspects of the same fundamental machine: the camera. On the one hand, 
each of these machines possesses technical attributes that affect the types of movements they can 
produce. On the other hand, these machines are also operated in a certain way by technicians; 
taking into consideration the influence of technicians opens a path towards more nuanced 
interpretations of camera movement technologies. Finally, it is essential that we consider how 
these technologies are deployed in films and which qualities are displayed in the onscreen 
performance of camera movement. Analyzing the aesthetic application of these techniques 
enables us to study camera movement technologies for what they actually do, not simply for 
what they could do. 
 
The Body Behind the Image 
 
In The Virtual Window, Anne Friedberg frames the photographic experiments of Étienne-Jules 
Marey and Eadweard Muybridge as  “two separate models for how the photographic camera was 
deployed to record movement.”4 In this passage, Friedberg’s interest in this divide lies in the 
decision to represent movement either within a single “spatially contained” image or in a series 
of “adjacent frames.”5 However, by looking behind the production of such images and towards 
the work undertaken by Marey and Muybridge and the technical solution they developed, a 
similar opposition appears both in the nature of the apparatus used and in the role of the body 
using it.6 

																																																								
3 Mike Jones proposes that the notion of diegesis could be used in discussions of camera movement, 
particularly in the context of digital technologies and the movements of virtual cameras. Jones suggests 
that just as sounds and music in films can exist within or outside the space delimited by a given narrative, 
a camera’s movements can be constrained by the film universe or transcend these rules, to move 
unfettered by the limits of space and time. In this context, anthropomorphic movements follow the same 
physical laws that govern the other entities within the narrative, while Keating’s omnipresent camera is 
one that traverses space and time on its own terms. Mike Jones, “Vanishing Point: Spatial Composition 
and the Virtual Camera,” Animation 2.3 (2007). 
4Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Microsoft (Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 
2009), 89. 
5 Ibid., 90, 92 
6 It should be noted that while Friedberg does spend considerable time describing Marey’s invention of 
the fusil photographique (circa 1882), the enthusiasm displayed in the above-quoted passage is directed 
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Fig. 1 Handling of Marey’s fusil 
photographique. 

 
Source: Étienne-Jules Marey, “Le 
Fusil Photographique” (1882): 328. 

	

 
 
 

 
In 1882, Marey describes in the scientific journal La Nature his attempts at recording the 

movements of a flying bird for the purposes of reproducing it using an optical toy, such as a 
zoetrope or a phenakistiscope.7 Marey goes on to explain the technical solution he developed to 
achieve this goal, namely the eponymous fusil photographique. In a chapter dedicated to the 
device, Pasi Väliaho describes the composition of the apparatus: “The photographic lens was 
located in the barrel, while the bottom end of the barrel housed a magazine containing a 
cylindrical glass plate alongside two disks with shutters.”8 Borrowing the shape of a hunting 
rifle, the camera was likewise meant to be nestled in one’s shoulder and wielded with two hands 
(see Fig. 1). With an eye on the viewfinder and a finger on the trigger, the operator keeps the 
prey in sight by moving the rifle to the best of his or her physical abilities. When the trigger is 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
more precisely at his later experiments in single-plate chronophotography (circa 1894). This article 
focuses on the former as a pioneer in using the human body as a method of moving a camera. 
Furthermore, the fusil photographique constitutes an important example of the way in which motion 
pictures are the product of their means of creation (i.e. how a given camera was operated in a certain way 
by a particular person). 
7 “Ce fusil donnerait une série d’images successives prises à différents instants de la révolution de l’aile 
Enfin, ces images, disposées sur un phénakistiscope de Plateau, devraient reproduire l’apparence du 
mouvement des animaux ainsi représentés.” Ibid., 327. 
8 Pasi Väliaho, “Marey’s Gun: Apparatuses of Capture and the Operational Image,” in 
Technē/Technology: Researching Cinema and Media Technologies – Their Development, Use, and 
Impact, ed. Annie  van den Oever (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2014), 171.  



The Protean Camera 

Synoptique Vol. 5, No. 2 (Winter 2017) 18 

Fig. 2 Photographic plate of Marey’s 
fusil photographique. 
 
Source: Étienne-Jules Marey, “Le 
Fusil Photographique” (1882): 329. 

	

pulled, the fusil records the movements of the flying bird in a series of twelve images spanning 
one second (see Fig. 2). By proxy, the images produced also act as a record of the movements of 
the body that were necessary to create the image. The product of this capture is therefore a series 
of images that, when viewed as intended in rapid succession, reproduce the movements of the 
bird as they were seen from the perspective of the person wielding the fusil. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Opposite Marey’s hand-held rifle camera, we can look to Muybridge’s camera to weigh the 
importance of a device’s technical attributes and of the body operating it, if any. Assembled from 
twenty-four photographic cameras (see Fig. 3), this machine could capture the successive 
positions of a galloping horse, specifically in a scientific attempt to dissect its movements into 
their “component parts.”9 The device was unmoving and passive, activated instead by the 
movements of the horse who, by setting off a series of tripwires, activated a sequence of 
instantaneous exposures. In this context, the camera was a fixed structure whose (passive) 
recording of movement was dictated by the equidistant space between each individual lens and, 
more importantly, by the movements of its subject. Similarly, the images created by this 
mechanism attest to the static nature of the device and to the scientific goals behind the 
endeavour. The twenty-four independent snapshots (see Fig. 4) reflect the abstract, non-
anthropomorphic gaze of the apparatus, marked by its ability to deconstruct movement and 
indefinitely suspend the galloping subject in the twenty-four successive phases of its 
displacement through the space of the machine. 

																																																								
9 Hugo Münsterberg, The Photoplay - a Psychological Study (New York and London: D. Appleton and 
Company, 1916), 5. 
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Fig. 3 Muybridge’s twenty-four-camera 
array. 
	

In comparison to this monolithic and inert mechanical contraption, the fusil 
photographique stands out for its technical achievements in creating a self-contained camera—a 
key feature in the development of motion picture cameras as we know them today—but also for 
its reliance on the human body. More importantly, the body emerges as an integral actor in the 
process of handling the camera and producing the moving image sequence, rather than as a 
simple operator. This collaboration between machine and body transpires in the creation of a 
unique and ambiguous image at once mechanically produced and anchored in the eye of an 
embodied observer. 

 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 4 Muybridge photo, originally 
entitled “11. ‘Daisy’ galloping.” 
 
Source: Eadweard Muybridge, Horses 
and Other Animals in Motion (1985). 
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Liberating the Camera 
 
The German movement of the “unchained camera” (die entfesselte kamera) appears in the mid-
1920s when filmmakers and technicians develop ways of liberating the camera and moving it in 
innovative ways. A 1927 article from Ufa-Magazin titled “Die Entflesselte Kamera,” identifies 
Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau’s 1924 film The Last Laugh as the first to “break through the 
limitations that the cinema had hitherto placed upon the gaze of the spectator.”10 In The Last 
Laugh, the camera follows Emil Jannings as the porter of a posh hotel who falls from grace when 
he gets demoted to lavatory attendant due to Altersschwäche (weakness due to old age).11 
Throughout the narrative, the moving camera is as much of a player in the action as is Jannings. 
It moves through glass to witness the protagonist receiving his letter of demotion, it follows the 
sounds of a trumpet as they make their way to his ear, it precedes the porter who is stealing back 
his coat to assure us the road is clear, and it jumps closer to witness the shock in the “aunt’s” 
face as she learns of his shameful new position. To create these images, Murnau along with 
cinematographer Karl Freund and their crew developed a number of technical innovations, the 
most unassuming of which was the decision to attach the camera to the operator’s body to 
liberate it from the bonds of the tripod (see Fig. 5).  
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Simple as this body-mounted camera may be in comparison to other technical 
achievements, it is responsible for many of the camera movements that cemented the film’s place 
in history, including the opening shot down the elevator and through the lobby and, most 
																																																								
10 Quoted in David Bordwell, On the History of Film Style (Cambridge and London: Harvard University 
Press, 1997), 22.  
11 This term is introduced in the scene where the porter receives his notice of demotion. The term and its 
translation are explained in James N. Bade, “Murnau’s the Last Laugh and Hitchcock’s Subjective 
Camera,” Quarterly Review of Film and Video 23.3 (2006): 259. 

Fig. 5 Karl Freund’s chest mounted 
Stachow camera on the set of The Last 
Laugh (1924).  
 
Courtesy of Deutsche Kinemathek. 
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notably, the dream sequence. Included with the 2008 DVD release of the film, a making-of 
documentary produced by Pesadillas Digitales for the F. W. Murnau Foundation explains, “the 
truly revolutionary novelty of this film was precisely the camera movements. For these, Freund 
used his Stachow camera […] tied it to his body with straps and followed right behind the 
actor.”12 This is perfectly exemplified in the dream sequence that occurs halfway through the 
film, wherein the porter starts to fantasize about performing feats of strength and impressing the 
hotel guests. More importantly, as the scene tells the story of the porter’s dreams, it also tells us 
about the camera’s ability to move in ambiguous ways.  

The sequence in question begins when the porter enters the crooked revolving doors with a 
heavy trunk held triumphantly above his head.13 Through its heavily distorted image, the camera 
follows in the character’s footsteps for a moment before going off on its own around the room, 
looking at the faces of guests amazed at his feats of strength (see Fig. 6). Despite having left the 
porter behind, the camera’s now-omniscient gaze is nevertheless marked by the lumbering 
movements of a conspicuously embodied point of view (as if it were afflicted by the same 
ailments that caused the porter’s demotion). As the scene advances, the camera continues to 
move through the dream space, at times moving back to take in the protagonist’s performance, 
while at others it walks around observing the reactions of the hotel guests. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

																																																								
12 “Making of The Last Laugh.” The Last Laugh, 1924. DVD. Kino International, 2008 
13 These descriptions are based on the restored German version of the film. When comparing the 
differences in three distinct versions of the film, “Making of The Last Laugh” explains: “For the dream 
sequence, a lens placed in front of the camera was manipulated, moving it to the rhythm of Freund’s steps 
who held the camera in his hand. For the German version, on the right, the version with the most marked 
effect was used, and for the American, below, the most weak.” Ibid. 

Fig. 6 Screen capture from The Last Laugh. 
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Through the deployment of the camera, this scene articulates in visual terms elements of 
Murnau’s writings from preceding years. In a letter from 1922-1923 related by Lotte Eisner, the 
director dreams of “a camera that can move freely in space”: 

 
What I mean is one that at any moment can go anywhere, at any speed. A camera that outstrips 
present film technique and fulfils the cinema's ultimate artistic goal. Only with this essential 
instrument shall we be able to realize new possibilities, including one of the most promising, the 
‘architectural’ film.  […]  What I refer to is the fluid architecture of bodies with blood in their veins 
moving through mobile space […] all this adds up to a symphony made up of the harmony of 
bodies and the rhythm of space; the play of pure movement, vigorous and abundant. All this we 
shall be able to create when the camera has at last been de-materialized.14  
 

In the dream sequence from The Last Laugh, the body-mounted camera plays a leading role in 
this “play of pure movement.” The simplicity of the device—a camera roughly strapped to Karl 
Freund’s chest—also lends itself to this goal, for which Murnau suggested the solution did not lie 
in “some complicated new technical apparatus […] just the opposite.”15 The hand-held camera 
also answers the director’s call—in 1928—for a device “as mobile as possible to catch every 
passing mood.”16 That being said, The Last Laugh’s dream scene also exposes the limitations of 
the union of camera and body that created it. In the abrupt way in which the image judders 
unrepentantly throughout the scene, this sequence reveals the presence of a human agent at work 
behind the image. In so doing, The Last Laugh tells us that the hand-held camera is perhaps not 
the best suited for responding to Murnau’s wishes, since it fails to heed the director’s warning: 
“it is important that the mechanics of the cinema should not be interposed between the spectator 
and the picture.”17 While The Last Laugh features what Arthur Knight dubbed “the first 
appearance of the camera as actor,”18 this scene shows that perhaps the hand-held camera was 
not the most skilled actor, walking clumsily and stiffly towards its goal of going anywhere, at 
any speed. 
 
The Augmented Body 
 
For all the freedom and flexibility the hand-held camera has given to New Wave cinemas and 
documentary genres, one of the device’s most notable qualities—its ability to move just as well 
as the human operator behind it—is also the source of its biggest flaw: the hand-held camera is 
afflicted by all the knocks and bumps that characterize human movement. While the 
imperfections in our habitual movements are essentially eliminated by the brain—such that under 
normal conditions we should only see the most fluid vision possible—the hand-held camera did 
																																																								
14 Eisner suggests that these notes were most likely written for a special Christmas issue of a German film 
journal from the period. Having found these notes on Decla Bioskop stationery, Eisner estimates that 
Murnau must have written this between 1922-1923, during his time at this studio. Quoted in Lotte Eisner, 
F. W. Murnau (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1973), 84; original emphasis. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Arthur Knight, The Liveliest Art: A Panoramic History of the Movies (New York: New American 
Library, 1959), 63. 
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not benefit from such skills until very recently, with developments in optical and electronic 
stabilization systems. New techniques emerged in the late twentieth century that aimed to 
remedy the problems faced when trying to move the camera with the flexibility of the human 
body but without any of its inherent flaws. One such solution is the Steadicam, a technology 
developed out of necessity, in response to the challenges of using the hand-held, body-mounted 
camera. 

The Steadicam evolves from the hand-held camera 
in the sense that it is also carried by a human body who 
moves the camera and operates it. From there, however, 
this new device adds a number of mechanical 
components that serve to eliminate traces of the body 
within the image. These components include an 
isoelastic arm articulated at a makeshift elbow, a 
gyroscopic gimbal, as well as an inertia-enhancing 
“expanded camera” setup (see Fig. 7).19 Through a 
combination of these different elements, the Steadicam’s 
technical achievement lies in its ability to counteract the 
body’s natural imperfections: the arm dampens vertical 
movements (such as those caused by footsteps), the 
gimbal counteracts rotations in all direction, and the 
expanded camera distributes the weight which produces 
“a greatly increased angular inertia.”20 When correctly 
used, the Steadicam can produce camera movements that 
seemingly eliminate the body of the operator and 
liberate the camera from its physical limits. 

Coincidentally, the full collaboration of the 
Steadicam operator is necessary for this apparent erasure 
to succeed. In her short history of the device, Priska 
Morrissey points out that “[the Steadicam] evolves 
precisely into a reunion of body and machine (the 
machine constituting an extension of the human body) 
and an erasure of the operator’s body, the founding 
principle being the disappearance of clashes produced 
by the cameraman’s body.”21 Similarly, Vivian 
Sobchack comments on the invisible fluidity of the 

																																																								
19 For more precise descriptions of the Steadicam’s different components and the way they function, see 
Serena Ferrara’s Steadicam: Techniques and Aesthetics (2001), as well as Jerry Holway and Laurie 
Hayball’s The Steadicam Operator’s Handbook (2009). 
20 Holway and Hayball The Steadicam Operator’s Handbook, 10. 
21 “Le Steadicam a été conçu pour pallier les ‘défauts’ de chaque système (secousses des images 
enregistrées par les caméras à l’épaule ; limites pratiques, géographiques et coût des grues et dollies) et 
pour ouvrir une troisième voie : il évolue justement entre une réunion corps-machine (la machine 
constituant une extension du corps humain) et un effacement du corps de l’opérateur, le principe 
fondateur étant la disparition des heurts provoqués par le corps du cameraman.” Priska Morrissey, 
“Histoire d’une Machine,” Vertigo 1.24 (2003): 47. Author’s translation; emphasis added. 

Fig. 7 The Stedicam. 
 
Courtesy of John E. Fry (Copyright 
John E. Fry 2015, www.fryfilm.com). 
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device, while Steadicam operator Ted Churchill suggests: “Ironically, the greatest aspiration and 
reward for a serious operator becomes, by default, the indetectibility [sic] of one’s work.”22 More 
generally, literature on the Steadicam consistently insists on the transcendental quality the device 
produces.23 This insistence underlines the irony Churchill evokes, given that we look beyond 
discourses surrounding the Steadicam and towards the work necessary to produce this impression 
of transcendence.  

This irony is no more apparent than in the fact that Steadicam operators are often called 
upon to perform elaborate camera movements in what have become extremely long takes, the 
culminating example of which being the ninety-minute continuous Steadicam movement that 
constitutes Alexander Sokurov’s Russian Ark (2002). While the technical apparatus and its 
operator work in tandem to create fluid and undetectable movements, the virtuosic nature of 
these Steadicam set-pieces risks undermining the work of the operator—the process of erasure 
Churchill and Morrissey describe—by showcasing the purely mechanical prowess of the device. 
One such example is the work of Steadicam inventor Garrett Brown, who worked as the 
cinematographer for most of the production of Stanley Kubrick’s The Shinning (1980). Scenes 
like those that follow Danny on his trike throughout the hotel ask of the Steadicam that it float 
mere inches off the ground for takes lasting over three minutes.24 Other scenes feature more 
restrained movements that strive towards the invisibility of their means of production—a quality 
stressed by Steadicam operators25—such as when the chef of the Overlook hotel, Dick Hallorann 
(Scatman Crothers), shows Wendy (Shelley Duvall) and Danny (Danny Lloyd) around the 
kitchen. Describing his experience of shooting this scene, Brown expresses the flexibility 
afforded by the device in the path it can follow, which is more circuitous than it might have been 
had the scenes been created through other means of supporting or transporting the camera: “I 
took the least disturbing ‘line’, like a race driver going through turns, and so the result has an 
unearthly tranquility about it which seems to best fit the requirements of that particular scene.”26 

As Brown suggests, there is a certain ethereal quality films can achieve when the 
Steadicam and its operator work in unison. When the technician learns to facilitate the 
contraption’s propensity for eliminating traces of the body, films can produce what appears “an 
autonomous gaze, freed from a body, without incarnation, susceptible of moving at any time as if 
propelled by some strange force.”27 As Jean-Pierre Geuens concludes in his article on the “visual 

																																																								
22 Vivian Sobchack, “Toward Inhabited Space: The Semiotic Structure of Camera Movement in the 
Cinema,” Semiotica 41.1-4 (1982): 333; Ted Churchill, “Steadicam: An Operator's Perspective Part 2,” 
American Cinematographer 64.5 (1983): 35. 
23 Descriptions of the Steadicam that underline the device’s propensity for producing transcendental or 
fluid images can be found in Jean-Pierre Geuens, “Visuality and Power: The Work of the Steadicam,” 
Film Quarterly 47.2 (1993-1994); Ferrara, Steadicam; Holway and Hayball, Steadicam Operator’s 
Handbook; Sean Cubitt, The Cinema Effect (Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 2004).  
24 Garrett Brown describes his experience in: Garrett Brown, “The Steadicam and The Shining,” American 
Cinematographer 61.8 (1980): 827. 
25 Cf. Churchill, Steadicam, 35. 
26 Brown, “Steadicam,” 827. 
27 “Un regard autonome, libéré d’un corps, sans incarnation, susceptible de se déplacer à chaque instant 
comme mu par une force étrange pour aller voir ‘ailleurs’.” Christophe Cognet, “Visages Du Hors-
Champ,” Vertigo 1.24 (2003): 65. Author’s translation. 
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power” of the Steadicam: “Leaving behind its empirical grounding, the perceptual field now 
generates what appears as pure, omnipresent, and objective visuality. In other words, vision 
seems to emanate from a notional point hypothetically constructed outside of space and time […] 
Consequently, the Gaze becomes all-transcendental.”28 Despite its necessary ties to the body of 
an operator, operators can use the device in ways to bring out the apparatus’ otherworldly 
potential. Linked as it is to the human body, the Steadicam is manipulated to produce unnaturally 
fluid images, a feature that is often underlined in technical and theoretical discourses about the 
device. In turn, films can use this unique quality to transcend both physical and diegetic bonds, 
such as in The Shining where the Steadicam both “a neutral narrative voice” for the story and “an 
object that is ‘alive’ in its own right, a separate entity that moves in a quasi-mental space.”29 

One notable example of using the Steadicam to play with the diegetic positioning of the 
camera can be found in Atonement (Joe Wright, 2007). During a five-and-a-half-minute 
Steadicam sequence that occurs halfway through the film, the camera follows Robbie Turner 
(James McAvoy) and two fellow WWII soldiers wandering through the chaos on the beaches of 
Dunkirk. As the scene progresses, the virtuosic camera movement reveals different aspects of the 
Steadicam’s abilities. When the three protagonists separate to explore the scene on their own, the 
camera begins by following Robbie but quickly breaks away to look at a different tableau (see 
Fig. 8). This tableau resembles what Steadicam operator Peter Robertson describes as “a 
hallucination from a Bosch painting or, in the case of the dying horses, like the contorted images 
from Picasso’s Guernica.”30 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 8 Screen capture from Atonement (2007). 

																																																								
28 Geuens, “Visuality and Power,” 16; emphasis in original. 
29 Serena Ferrara, Steadicam: Techniques Aesthetics (Oxford: Focal Press, 2001), 77.  
30 Peter Robertson, “Beach at Dunkirk” SteadiShots.org. http://www.steadishots.org/ 
shots_detail.cfm?shotID=298. Accessed December 14, 2016. 



The Protean Camera 

Synoptique Vol. 5, No. 2 (Winter 2017) 26 

The Steadicam begins its independent stroll through diegetic space by following the 
movement of papers drifting up from a fire, which brings into view a soldier yelling “I’m coming 
home” from high on the mast of a beached ship. Throughout the remainder of the sequence, 
Atonement uses the Steadicam to expose the absurdity of diegetic happenings by weaving 
together snapshots of an improvised gymnast, a sunbathing soldier, a group naked men running, 
and a makeshift choir. As diegetic sounds of the massive crowd start to dissipate in favour of the 
non-diegetic score, the impression that the camera is moving of its own accord—independently 
of any prescribed narrative event—becomes more convincing. This feeling culminates for a 
moment when the Steadicam circles the group of soldiers under the gazebo whose hymn has 
gradually and seamlessly integrated itself with the non-diegetic theme. Without breaking stride, 
the camera continues its sinuous journey until it ultimately concludes its trip by offering one last 
look at the living painting of Dunkirk. Indeed, the camera follows Robbie in looking out at the 
scene, but indulges in one final lateral movement over the shoulders of soldiers to take in the 
immense complexity and absurdity of the scene. The transcendental quality of this final 
movement is underlined once again in the soundtrack, by the resurgence of non-diegetic music 
and of the same screaming soldier whose earlier “I’m coming home” had cued the liberation of 
the camera from its physical and diegetic ties. 

In this sequence, Atonement showcases the ambiguous power of the Steadicam. While the 
camera depends on the body of its operator—allowing it to move up stairs and avoid obstacles as 
they occur—the Steadicam also produces an image that transcends the diegetic shackles of any 
one character within the narrative, allowing it to generate a point of view that is greater than the 
sum of the subjective participants whose movements it follows. To borrow from the title of 
Patrick Keating’s video essay, the camera appears to act like a “ghost”; a liminal figure that 
exists in both physical and ethereal realms.  

Of course, this transcendental quality of the Steadicam, which so much writing on the 
device has argued, is an effect produced in films. While films adopting this device can 
emphasize this aspect of the camera, it is not an inherent and necessary feature of the machine. 
This otherworldly aspect depends on the way in which the operator manipulates the camera and 
how this process is deployed within the confines of the narrative. A camera is a protean machine, 
and it will appear to move beyond the rigid confines of the diegesis only if it is made to do so by 
the films that utilize it. Moreover, the Steadicam is also less physically transcendental than 
descriptions of the device would have us believe. Even as its images are captured by a physical 
apparatus, the Steadicam remains stubbornly tied to the physical space it inhabits: the space of 
the studio, of the pro-filmic bodies, of the beaches at Dunkirk. Every mechanical device, whether 
it is as simple as the hand-held camera or as complex as the Steadicam, is ultimately betrayed on 
screen by what Vivian Sobchack describes as “the finite and perspectival focus of the camera, its 
situatedness in the world.”31 While a range of effects can be produced by using the Steadicam in 
different ways, it is still tied to the space around it. 
 
The Body Behind the Disembodied Camera 
 
By virtue of its monocular construction, the mechanical camera is anchored in the physical 
context of the images it produces; the lens focuses light from the scene on one very specific point 
in space, thereby inscribing on the recording surface information about its position in physical 

																																																								
31 Sobchack, “Toward Inhabited Space,” 321. 
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space.32 Even a technical apparatus as advanced as the Steadicam cannot mask the fact that it 
was used to carry a camera there and then, at the same time as actors, props, and physical 
environments in which they all coexisted. Therefore, despite any attempts by virtuosic camera 
movements to describe the Steadicam as this machine for creating transcendental, unearthly or 
omnipresent images, the fact of the matter remains that it is a mechanical entity, embodied as any 
other in this physical world. To continue liberating the camera following the hand-held camera, 
and the erasure of the human body behind it enacted by the Steadicam, the camera must therefore 
shed its ties to the physical world once and for all, just as Murnau had dreamt long ago. 

The dematerialization of the camera suggested by Murnau came to fruition with the 
creation of virtual cameras in computer-generated spaces. Mike Jones introduces the virtual 
camera as part of a broader history of camera-less cinema, which includes “the Zoetrope, flip-
book, shadow puppet and cartoon animation,”33 to which we could add the camera-less films of 
Norman McLaren, Stan Brakhage and Len Lye. The virtual camera serves as a point of departure 
from the traditional film camera, which is typically, Jones notes, “rooted to a physical and 
tangible exploration and depiction of space that obeys rules of physics.”34 In contrast, the 
defining feature of the virtual camera is its “incorporeal, non-physical nature.”35 

A virtual camera is a software function, a viewpoint that can be inserted into a computer-
generated 3D space to mimic traditional filmmaking practices and capture a single perspective 
on the action. As a simulation of its mechanical namesake, the virtual camera also exists in a 
single position at any time, but the relation it maintains with the virtual environment around it 
changes radically from that of previous photographic technologies.36 As Jones argues: “The lack 
of physicality and subsequently the ability to depict, engage and navigate cinematic space in a 
new and omnipotent manner, forces us to reconsider our perceptions of both what the camera is 
and what it does.”37 
																																																								
32 Note that even stereoscopic cameras or spherical devices which produce “360°” images follow this rule. 
In all these optical arrangements, light is focused on a recording surface which records its spatial relation 
to the objects photographed. Only non-traditional optical devices like plenoptic cameras would fall 
outside this general rule.  
33 Jones, “Vanishing Point,” 226. 
34 Ibid., 228 
35 Ibid. 
36 It is common in discourses on the virtual camera to find descriptions extolling its freedom from such 
limitations as shutter speed, focal length or any other remnants of mechanical photography (for examples 
see: Dave Kehr, “A Face That Launched a Thousand Chips,” The New York Times, October 24, 2004; and 
Jones, “Vanishing point”). However, such accounts usually do not mention that although these limitations 
are not inherent to the virtual camera—as a mere function of 3D software—it is necessary to select 
characteristics like focal length and frame rate when “capturing” the virtual space. To simulate a camera 
movement through something resembling space, the virtual camera must first be limited to a particular 
viewpoint, even if the camera will fly through keyholes and other objects. Failing to select a position for 
the camera and a perspective through which space will be seen would likely result in either 
representations of space that are unintelligible. Furthermore, even the software used to create the 3D 
spaces that virtual cameras explore are created with an interface which is typically beholden to traditional 
codes of perspective (i.e. seen from the single perspective of the observer sitting on the other side of a 
two-dimensional screen). See Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Microsoft. 
37 Jones, “Vanishing Point,” 228. 
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With its newfound relation to space, the incorporeal virtual camera can be programmed to 
move along any imaginable path across any distance within the confines of the simulated 3D 
environments, from the subatomic to the galactic and beyond. To capitalize on this technical 
feature, 3D animated features such as Monsters, Inc. (Pete Docter, David Silverman and Lee 
Unkrich, 2001), The Polar Express (Robert Zemeckis, 2004), and A Christmas Carol (Robert 
Zemeckis, 2009) feature what Tobey Crockett calls “rollercoaster sequences,” which showcase 
the virtual camera’s capabilities.38 These are elaborate set-pieces that revolve around the camera 
traversing incredible distances and taking the viewer on an unbelievable and visually stunning 
journey. Rollercoaster sequences are created by visual effects technicians who carefully define 
the range and nature of the displacements by programing the necessary features of the virtual 
camera (e.g. origin, destination, path, velocity, etc.). Such elaborate camera movement sequences 
allow filmmakers and technicians to showcase their technical mastery and their ability to 
navigate space and time with little to no physical or diegetic restrictions. However, not everyone 
delights in these complex rollercoaster rides, which often run the risk of seeming too facile: 

 
Film and video-makers can now digitally stitch together shots that give the illusion of continuity 
across any imaginable barrier, but when the lens just zips down from the stratosphere through a 
keyhole and onto an eyelash, it suggests that the camera has no more substance than a neutron or a 
quark, and the result is correspondingly trivial.39 
 
As Brown suggests here, the sheer length and range of movements displayed in these 

virtuosic virtual camera sequences can give the impression of shallow technophilic indulgence: 
all show and no substance. While this could be chalked up to a simple infatuation with new 
technical tools or as an exploration of the limits of this technique, the question remains as to 
whether films can find the adequate balance between the technology of virtual cameras, the work 
of technicians behind the “camera,” and the narrative use of their product. 

In recent years, Avatar (James Cameron, 2009) has made its mark in the field of digital 
filmmaking, both for its extensive use of motion capture and digital stereoscopic 
cinematography, but also for the way the cinematographers handled the virtual camera. Jenna Ng 
analyzes Avatar’s use of motion capture cinematography by comparing the notion of being as 
opposed to seeing, a distinction she relates to the film’s narrative as well.40 In the context of the 
virtual camera, I identify a similarly strong parallel between certain plot elements in Avatar and 
the production practices behind it. Whether it concerns the protagonist Jake Sully (Sam 
Worthington) and the other avatar pilots, their military counterparts, or the native of Pandora—
the ten-foot-tall Na’vi—Avatar deals on multiple occasions with the relations between body and 
“machine.” Military mechs, Pandorian wildlife and the avatars Jake and his team pilot all require 
that the person in control become one with the entity they wish to manipulate (see Fig. 9). 
Throughout the story, characters are asked to step inside new bodies and learn to move anew,  

																																																								
38 Crockett, “The ‘Camera as Camera’: How CGI Changes the World as We Know It,” in Cinephilia in 
the Age of Digital Reproduction, ed. Scott Balcerzak and Jason Sperb (London: Wallflower Press, 2009), 
130. 

39 Garrett Brown, “The Moving Camera Part I,” Zerb: Journal of the Guild of Television Cameramen 58 
(2003).  
40 Jenna Ng, “Seeing Movement: On Motion Capture Animation and James Cameron’s Avatar,” 
Animation 7.3 (2012). 
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Fig. 9 Screen capture from Avatar (2009). 
 
 
they pilot mechanized battle armour that mimic their movements, and, most notably, they 
perform tsaheylu (the bond) with the other organisms that populate Pandora. On several 
occasions, narrative progress relies on these bonding processes, most notably when Jake regains 
the use of his legs when becoming his avatar, or when he succeeds in taming the legendary toruk, 
which ultimately leads him to victory. 

More importantly, I identify a similar bond in James Cameron’s approach to handling both 
the physical and virtual cameras in a heavily involved corporeal manner. In a 2010 interview for 
Attack of the Show, Cameron mentions he acted as cameraman for all hand-held movements in 
the film. Here, the director was talking about handling the stereoscopic camera rig (which he 
invented along with Vincent Pace) that was used for the live-action sequences of the film, but the 
same could be said for all virtual camera movements of the film as well. Indeed, for filming the 
motion capture sequences of Avatar, Cameron had a device constructed that could allow him to 
have direct physical control over the virtual camera.41 Typically called the swingcam, this 
physical counterpart to the virtual camera consists of a small monitor, joysticks and markers (see 
Fig. 10) used to track the device’s position while moving within the motion capture “volume.”42  

																																																								
41 According to Anne Thompson, the swingcam is “so called because its screen could swing to any angle 
to give Cameron greater freedom of movement.” Anne Thompson, “How James Cameron’s Innovative 
New 3D Tech Created Avatar.” Popular Mechanics, January 1, 2010.  
http://www.popularmechanics.com/culture/movies/a5067/4339455/. Accessed October 1, 2016. 
42 In motion capture filmmaking, a volume is an array of several dozen infrared cameras arranged in a 
volumetric grid around an empty stage where actors play the scene. Actors wear specially marked 
reflective suits that allow the volume to track their movements. For Tobey Crockett, this means the 
volume replaces the traditional camera. Effectively, the entire space—and every point within it—gains 
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Anne Thompson explains:  
 
The swing camera has no lens at all, only an LCD screen and markers that record its position and 
orientation within the volume relative to the actors. That position information is then run through 
an effects switcher, which feeds back low-resolution CG versions of both the actors and the 
environment of Pandora to the swing cam’s screen in real time.43 

 
When “shooting” motion capture scenes, Cameron could use his hand-held virtual camera 

to move around the scene as it unfolded, which he says created, “an edgy, subjective quality.”44 
Instead of algorithmic camera movements derived from the keyframes programmed by visual 
effects technicians, the hand-held virtual camera affords the filmmaker a way to physically 
interact with the camera and move in it ways that comply with the action.45 For one, the camera 
could be moved around the actors as they play out their scenes for the motion capture system,  

 
 

 
 

Fig. 10 James Cameron using the swingcam. 
 

Screen capture from “The making of Avatar.” 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
the potential to become a camera in motion capture and computer generated films. It is within this “space-
as-camera” that the virtual camera is activated. Crockett, “Camera as Camera.” 

43 Thompson, “How James Cameron’s Innovative New 3-D Tech Created Avatar”. 
44 Quoted in Dana Goodyear, “Man of Extremes: The Return of James Cameron,” The New Yorker  
(2009). 
45 While Polar Express did implement physical controls in the form of handwheels for controlling 
movement of the virtual camera along each axis of Cartesian space (similar to what one might find on a 
professional tripod) the swingcam brings a new level of granularity to the physical manipulation of the 
virtual camera. The camera operator can react naturally and follow the action of the scene as it unfolds. 
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allowing the camera to react to their physical performance in real time. This feature was not 
limited to the initial performance of the actors, however. According to Thompson, Cameron 
“could reshoot any scene by walking through the empty soundstage with the device after the 
actors were gone, capturing different camera angles as the scene replayed.”46 In her profile on 
Cameron for The New Yorker, Dana Goodyear describes the director as he was reshooting a 
scene that had been motion-captured months before: “He was alone, moving slowly, grapevining 
his left foot gingerly over his right leg as he made his way around the performance-capture 
volume […] he was lost, like a gamer in a trance.” Yet more interesting is the anthropomorphic 
way in which Cameron describes his method of using the swingcam: “When I say, ‘Make me 
three to one,’ what I’m saying is ‘Make me eighteen feet tall,’ [...] At that point, I’ve become a 
techno crane. If I say, ‘Make me twenty to one,’ I’m a helicopter.”47 

 The union of body and “machine” that is prevalent throughout Avatar’s narrative—and 
that appears in Cameron’s manipulation of the mechanical and virtual camera—also finds its 
way into the analogies he uses to illustrate his use of the technology. This union can also be 
perceived in the images Cameron shot in this manner, such as the many sequences of flying 
featured in the film. This is most easily seen halfway through Avatar when Jake tames his ikran 
(flying dinosaur-like creature) and learns to fly with it. With some difficulty at first, Jake 
eventually learns to control the new bodily extension that is his ikran. He is soon joined by 
Neytiri (Zoe Saldana) and the two exalt in the joy of flying for the rest of this two-minute 
sequence. This scene is significant because it prepares Jake for the film’s conclusion (in which 
he must tame the mythical toruk), and because of his recurring dreams of flying he experiences 
since becoming paraplegic. “I was born to do this,” he says. (Fig. 11). 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 11 Screen capture from Avatar. 
																																																								
46 Thompson, “How James Cameron’s Innovative New 3-D Tech Created Avatar.”  
47 Ibid. 
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The cathartic and liberating feeling of this scene also serves to underscore the 
achievements of the virtual camera in creating it.  For one, the scene stresses the importance of 
the virtual camera’s inherent freedom from traditional physical bonds, which allows it to fly 
through the Pandorian sky as skillfully as Jake and Neytiri. However, the virtual camera also 
remains somewhat grounded, since its movements are the product of careful displacements by a 
body that bridges the physical/virtual divide. Even though these images appear to have been 
made from the perspective of a flying vehicle of some sort (since it follows the characters 
throughout their flight), we know from accounts of Cameron’s work with the virtual camera that 
he was the helicopter. According to Jenna Ng, in using the swingcam to shoot the motion capture 
scenes directly, Cameron was “no longer seeing through the camera; he was partaking – feeling, 
being – in its own reality.”48 
 Interestingly, Cameron’s take on the virtual camera introduces a conundrum that does not 
exist in other forms of the technique (in The Polar Express or A Christmas Carol). By 
introducing and relying on a physical element in what had precisely been an attempt to 
disembody the camera, the camera movements in Avatar follow the film’s narrative in 
emphasizing the link between human and machine. The scenes of flying, among many others, 
expose the product of this union by displaying both a mastery of space that derives from the 
virtual camera, as well as a certain mass and anthropomorphic logic to those movements that 
stem from the body behind the camera.  
 
Conclusion 
 
As sequences that take advantage of specific technical devices to showcase visual mastery, the 
virtuosic camera movements analyzed in this article can tell us a great deal about the 
technologies that helped create them. Significantly, these examples showcase the protean nature 
of cameras by illustrating how features that might be attributed solely to the technical 
characteristics of the machines are in fact produced by camera operators, and by the ways in 
which films deploy these camera movement technologies. Just as the technicians Keating cites 
offer ways of thinking through the camera’s different abilities, so too can films emphasize the 
freedom of movement of the body-mounted camera, the ethereal potential of the Steadicam, and 
the anthropomorphic referentiality of the virtual camera. But there is only so much that a film 
will show us before it becomes necessary to look behind the image, directly at the cameras and 
technicians whose work make it possible. Taking Avatar as an example, the complex nature of 
the virtual camera means that it should not in fact be described simply by looking at the work of 
Cameron in handling the swingcam. Considering those who manipulate the virtual camera would 
require that we acknowledge the incredible labour of visual effects technicians who polish and 
refine the reference camera movements recorded by Cameron. Much like discourses on the 
motion capture acting of Avatar seldom consider the role played by these workers in creating the 
film’s memorable performances, so too is the labour of visual effects technicians in creating and 
handling the virtual camera typically repressed by the mentality of traditional director-driven 
photographic filmmaking. 
 The rise of motion capture films has brought some attention on those whose work is 
typically hidden, but doing justice to the work of visual effects technicians—behind creating the 
images we attribute to the virtual camera—will require a different approach than that proposed in 

																																																								
48 Ng, “Seeing Movement,” 277. 
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this article. For one, it will be necessary to engage in a sustained manner with theories of labour 
in film production. While I have hinted at the work of technicians behind the image at several 
points in this paper, serious commitment to an approach based on the notion of labour will 
demand specific accounts of those who work behind the image, and of the type of work they 
undertake. More specifically, further analyses of their labour could follow John Thornton 
Caldwell’s work, and consider the way in which these technicians have come to critically discuss 
their own practices.49 By acknowledging the work of these technicians, perhaps then we might 
finally produce a more complete portrait of camera movement technologies and of the ways they 
can be used in films. 
 
 
 
Philippe Bédard is a doctoral student in the Département d’histoire de l’art et d’études 
cinématographiques at Université de Montréal.50 

																																																								
49 John Thornton Caldwell, Production Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical Practice in Film and 
Television (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008). 
50 Acknowledgements: Support for this project was provided through a doctoral research grant (2016-19) 
from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 
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Ballet’s Influence on the Development of Early Cinema and the 
Technological Modification of Dance Movement           
 
Jennifer Ann Zale 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Dance is a form of movement that has captured the attention of cinema spectators since the 
medium’s inception. The question of the compatibility between dance, particularly ballet, and 
cinema has been fiercely debated since the silent era and continues to be discussed by scholars 
and practitioners in the twenty-first century. This topic was of particular interest in the Russian 
cinema industry of the 1910s, in a country where ballet was considered to be among the most 
prestigious of the art forms. This article explores ballet’s influence on the development of silent 
cinema in pre-revolutionary Russia and the ways in which cinema technologies alter dance as an 
art form. This topic is discussed through the career of Vera Karalli, Imperial ballerina of the 
Bolshoi Theater turned Russia's first film star. I question the legitimacy of the argument that film 
can only preserve a disfigured image of a dancer’s body in motion. Many critics of Karalli’s 
cinematic performance fail to take into consideration the direct influence of the cinematography, 
editing style, and overall conditions of the Khanzhonkov Studio of 1914-1917 on the finished 
product. This article explores the cinematic rendition of the moving (dancing) body, taking into 
account the technology responsible for producing the final image. The study draws upon primary 
sources found in Moscow’s libraries and archives.  
 
Keywords: Dance in cinema; film history; Russian cinema; silent cinema; Vera Karalli. 
 
 
 

he final years of the Czarist era were a fruitful time period in the history of Russian 
ballet that included a combination of both innovative and classical choreography. 
Vera Karalli, prima ballerina of the Imperial Bolshoi Theater turned Russia’s first 
film star, was one of the pre-revolutionary period’s most popular dancers with a fan 

following that made her a genuine star within the ballet world (Fig. 1). Karalli was a dancer who 
looked towards the future of ballet since she performed choreography that strayed from that 
found in the classical repertoire. The choreography and roles for which she was best known often 
included a vast amount of pantomime and mimicry, and lacked traditional ballet technique and 
steps. Nonetheless, it is important to note that the new style of dance that Karalli performed is 
still considered to be within the realm of classical ballet. It simply did not adhere to the traditions 
of Russian ballet and its rigid rules. Karalli grew up in a time of developing industrialization and 
urbanization, a factor that may have influenced her to break with the past in her beliefs about art, 
and not only in the realm of ballet. In 1914 when the ballerina was at the peak of her ballet fame, 

T 
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Fig. 1 Vera Karalli’s official Bolshoi Ballet photo. This photo often  
appeared on the cover of theater and film journals during the 1910s. 

	

	
 
  

 
 
 
leading film entrepreneur Alexander Khanzhonkov recruited Karalli to become a cinema actress 
in his company, the Khanzhonkov Studio. His decision to transform Karalli, a ballet dancer, into 
the first Russian cinema star was a calculated choice. He understood that her popularity would 
attract audiences, but he was also aware of the special position that ballet held in Russian culture. 
Karalli was a direct link to the Imperial Theaters and would bring prestige and legitimacy to the 
cinema that was attempting to establish itself as a respected art form. Ballet itself, the most 
popular Imperial art form, should be considered a true star of early Russian cinema. The merging 
of ballet and cinema allowed dance to influence cinema acting as well as the overall style of the 
early films that were centered on it. 

In this article, I draw attention to both the benefits and limitations of using film to capture 
and preserve ballet. This history reveals the similarities between ballet and the silent cinema as 
well how balletic pantomime helped to develop a screen acting style than leaned more towards 
realism than exaggeration. The conclusions presented in this study are based on primary research 
from pre-revolutionary publications as well as an analysis of films of the period. This essay 
examines Karalli’s ballet training and career alongside of the debates regarding the benefits of 
filmed dance, concluding with an analysis of her most celebrated film, The Dying Swan (1917) 
and a discussion of Karalli’s role in the development of early Russian cinema style (Fig. 2).           
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Fig. 2 Vera Karalli: the first Russian film star. 

	
 

Contemporary ballet and the cinema developed side by side and were arguably two of the 
most novel art forms in pre-revolutionary Russia.1 Thus, they received much backlash from 
cultural, artistic, and political critics who feared change that was indicative of the society of 
rapidly increasing industrialization and urbanization in which they found themselves. While the 
cinema was a new medium, classical ballet had been an integral part of Russia’s cultural heritage 
for over one hundred years. Therefore, ballet’s modernization was especially disturbing to some 
critics who were strong proponents of traditional classical ballet that represented the old world. 
During the 1910s, both classical and contemporary ballets that were created through the 
modification of classical ballet were regularly performed on the stages of the Imperial Theaters, 
an institution that was directly connected to Czar Nicholas II and the Romanov family, and 

																																																													
1 Unlike classical ballet, the contemporary style of ballet for which Alexander Gorsky was known was 
indeed novel during the 1910s. 
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therefore the State. Given this situation, it is not at all perplexing that the Administration of the 
Imperial Theaters used its power to retain artistic tradition and forbade its artists, technically the 
Czar’s employees, from appearing in the lowbrow cinema that was not yet even considered an art 
form by many. Just as Nicholas II preferred classically pure balletic works to those of 
contemporary ballet choreographers Mikhail Fokine and Alexander Gorsky, he did not wish for 
his artists to be associated with a medium that he felt had the potential to harm the public. 
Nonetheless, some of the most culturally and artistically significant dance films starring Imperial 
Ballet Artists were made in pre-revolutionary Russia during this decade. These films were 
produced largely due to the collaboration between film entrepreneur Alexander Khanzhonkov, 
Bolshoi prima ballerina Vera Karalli, and choreographer Alexander Gorsky, a group of artists 
who looked towards the future and were unafraid to challenge the stagnant artistic and social 
protocols of the late pre-revolutionary period. Karalli’s unique ballet acting style that she learned 
from Gorsky was very suitable for the screen and made her an ideal cinema actress.                      
          The dance film, especially those featuring Imperial ballet dancers, was an ideal artistic 
vehicle for directors of the period. The period of 1900-1918 was a unique time in Russian ballet 
history in that pantomime and mimicry were privileged over actual dancing. Pantomime and 
mimicry had always been an integral part of classical ballet; however, at the turn of the century 
these elements were limited and overshadowed by virtuoso technique. Gorsky’s original ballets, 
such as Evnika and Petroni and Salambo, did away with traditional dance movements and 
replaced them with lengthy sequences of pantomime. Pantomime in ballet is the use of gestures 
made by the arms and upper body, accompanied by music, that express meaning to the audience 
and other actors. In Karalli’s letters, ‘Letters to Galina Kradinova,’ located at The Russian State 
Archive of Literature and Art, she recalls studying the movement styles of Isadora Duncan, the 
celebrated American dancer who broke away from traditional ballet technique by privileging free 
and natural movements in dance, and mentions that Gorsky did not make efforts to teach the 
traditional ballet technique that was emphasized in the training of her colleagues that came 
before and after her.2 Karalli described her early lessons with Gorsky: “He included in our 
classical classes arm movement, body movement, running, walking, braking, taking much from 
Duncan.”3 In 1908 Karalli was interviewed about Isadora Duncan by Theater Moscow. Here she 
explains that Duncan’s artistry had influenced her to drastically change the entire third act of the 
classical ballet, La Bayadere, explaining that only the free-flowing movements of Duncan’s style 
and pantomime “create feeing that connects the dancer to the storyline (Fig. 3).”4 Indeed, this 
statement resonates with Duncan’s own artistic style in that the dance was freed from an 
emphasis on technique and superfluous movements that only hindered the drama of the dance.  

Even Gorsky’s version of a classical ballet, such as Giselle, included only a very minimal 
amount of traditional dance steps according to Karalli and pre-revolutionary critics. He had ties 
with Konstantin Stanislavsky, the seminal actor, director, theorist and a founder of the Moscow 
Art Theater, who created a system that was based in psychological realism and improvisation. 
Gorsky believed that a theatrical ballet needed to feature a high level of acting and pantomime in 
order for the performers to communicate the story and emotions to the audience. In his opinion, 
too many dance movements only cluttered the production and took away from the dramatic 
																																																													
2 Vera Alekseevna Karalli, “Letters to Galina Kradinova (19-8-64),” RGALI, 994/6/24, pp. 2.    
3 Karalli, “Letters to Galina Kradinova (24-11-64),” pp. 34. 
4 S.Y., “Our Conversations. V.A. Karalli On Isadora Duncan,” Theater Moscow, #165, 20 January 1908, 
17. 
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element. Therefore, it is not surprising that the ballet artists of this period who had extensive 
experience with pantomime captured the attention of film directors who made narrative films. 
Directors such as Evgeniy Bauer and Peter Chardiynin centered some of their most successful 
films, such as The Dying Swan and Chrysanthemums (1914), on stories that took place within 
Russia’s ballet world and featured a famous Imperial dancer (Karalli) who performed famous 
balletic variations as well as the style of pantomime for which she was celebrated on stage. 
          In her letters Karalli recalls her working relationship with Gorsky: “I began a new epoch 
of mimetic ballets where I did not perform like a typical ballet dancer. It would have been very 
difficult for Gorsky without me. He said this himself.”5 She goes on to explain that Gorsky and 
the composer Andrei Arends created the ballet Salambo specifically for her; however, the 
powerful rival Ekaterina Geltser, a prominent Bolshoi prima ballerina, demanded the lead role 
and Karalli was forced to dance the second female lead, the goddess Tanit. Nonetheless, when 
Geltser went abroad in 1913 the director of the Imperial Theaters, Vladimir Telyakovsky, seized 
the moment to finally allow Karalli to dance the role of Salambo. She received high praise for 
her portrayal and Geltser was never again to dance this part. Karalli saved another one of 
Gorsky’s original works, Evnika and Petroniy, after the poorly-received ballet with Geltser in the 
lead was in danger of being removed from the repertoire. Karalli was again extremely successful, 
which shows that only a ballerina who was trained proficiently in Gorsky’s style could grapple 
with his pantomime and gesture-based ballets that relied so heavily on dramatic skill. Another 
important example of an original Gorsky work that Karalli references here is Glazunov’s Fifth 
Symphony. “I asked Gorsky if I could exchange my ballet slippers for sandals,” she writes. “It 
was unnecessary to dance on my toes in this type of ballet. And he agreed with this. I was a real 
Greek shepherdess, rather than a ballerina on her toes.”6 This final example shows Karalli and 
Gorsky’s desire to avoid sacrificing realism for traditional ballet movements and costumes. 
Karalli herself perfectly understood her strengths and weaknesses as a ballet dancer and in 1916 
spoke to a critic regarding her St. Petersburg audiences: “They should not expect head-turning 
passages and numerous fouettes: although I am a classical dancer my genre is made up dances 
that evoke mood, my roles in ballets have dramatic tone with emotional expression.”7 
          In Ballet Artist: Mikhail Mikhailovich Mordkin, ballet scholar Elizaveta Surits recalls 
another drama ballet, Noor and Anitra (music by A.A. Ilinsky), which Gorsky staged specifically 
for Karalli in 1907. Surits describes this ballet as a series of mimetic scenes that included dance, 
and was stylized in an Oriental fashion:  
 

Although Anitra and the other female dancers performed on pointe, their inwrought arm 
movements, inflections of the body, and groupings of the corps de ballet went beyond the borders 
of the academic canon [...] The central moment of the ballet was their (with Mikhail Mordkin) 
duet. It did not have anything to do with a traditional pas de deux; rather it was built on gallant 
communication between partners, lifts where they connected only with their arms and never with 
their bodies.8  

 
																																																													
5 Karalli, “Letters to Galina Kradinova (21-2-63),” pp. 9-10.  
6 Ibid. 
7 “Theater Courier,” St. Petersburg Leaf, #1690, 12 December 1916, 3. Cited in Vera Krasovskaya, The 
Russian Ballet Theater At the Beginning of the 20th Century: Dancers (Leningrad: Iskusstvo, 1972), 180.  
8 Elizaveta Surits, Ballet Artist: Mikhail Mikhailovich Mordkin (Moscow: URSS, 2006), 108-9.  
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Existing photos from this ballet reveal that the choreography was not structured on the geometry 
of classical lines of classical lifts, but in a way that produced movement that was realistic to life. 
Surits notes that the type of pathos, mimicry and pantomime that was present in the 
performances of Karalli and Mordkin in Noor and Anitra would soon become the norm of silent 
cinema. “It was no coincidence that Mordkin9 (and to a greater degree Karalli) would soon begin 
to appear in films.”10        
          Although Gorsky’s works that starred Karalli were popular on stage and he was highly 
praised by many for his modern choreographic innovations, he was nonetheless considered an 
outcast in much of the ballet world, especially in St. Petersburg, that wished to adhere strictly to 
tradition. One example pertains specifically to Karalli’s artistry. Commenting on Giselle, one 
reviewer from 1915 writes: “Her ‘Mad Scene’ is too realistic. The ballet meaning (due to a lack 
of actual dance steps) is lost. She looks like she is performing a sort of drama divertissement. 
She is too much about drama.”11 This critic was clearly an advocate of tradition and his 
comments help to explain Karalli’s high praise as a dramatic actress. Like many of the period, he 
could not come to terms with the loss of balletic tradition, and therefore understood Karalli’s 
dramatic talent, although praised by many, in a negative light. Even during the Soviet period 
ballet historians had similar opinions regarding Karalli’s portrayal of Giselle. In 1971, the year 
before Karalli’s death, Vera Krasovskaya wrote about Karalli in a largely negative fashion in The 
Russian Ballet Theater At the Beginning of the 20th Century: Choreographers. This is especially 
evident in regards to Giselle as Krasovskaya recognizes the praise Karalli received from 
proponents of “mimodrama,” she simultaneously derides their opinions that, according to the 
historian, do not respect the more traditional choreography and staging of Giselle as a 
masterpiece belonging to the international ballet theater.12       
         Due to his teaching system that emphasized communication through pantomime and 
mimicry over dance, Gorsky unintentionally created artists who were remarkably suitable for the 
medium of silent cinema. Indeed, many dancers with whom Gorsky worked would eventually 
follow in Karalli’s footsteps, making their way into the cinema. For example, Bolshoi ballerina 
Maria Reizen appeared in Peter Chardynin’s On the Bed of Death and Love in 1915, showing 
that this director, like Bauer, understood the benefits of working with classical ballet dancers 
who collaborated with Gorsky.13 Bolshoi dancers Vera Pavlova and Vyacheslav Svoboda 
appeared in Bauer’s If Only It Could Be Expressed in Sounds, to rave reviews by critics: “Now it 
is an absolute fact. Ballet artists bring much more to the screen than their talking counterparts. 
Maybe this is because even on the stage they are without words and ‘speak through mimicry’.”14 

																																																													
9 According to Surits, Mordkin, along with other former Imperial ballet dancers, appeared in the film 
Aziade in September, 1918. This film was not simply a depiction of a stage ballet; rather it was a silent 
fictional film with a storyline similar to that of the ballet. Ibid.  
10 Surits, Ballet Artist: Mikhail Mikhailovich Mordkin, 36-37. 
11 A.A. Cherepin, “Ballet. Giselle,” Theater Newspaper, #49, 6 December 1915, 5. 
12 Vera Krasovskaya, The Russian Ballet Theater At the Beginning of the 20th Century: Choreographers 
(Leningrad: Iskusstvo, 1971), 243. 
13 “Khronika,” Theater Moscow, #1829, 20-21 March 1916, 12. 
14 Ermech, “Kino-theater,” Theater Moscow, #1942, 27-28 November 1916, 10. 
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By 1918 Reizen and Bolshoi dancer Leonid Zhukhov went on to appear in the popular Love 
Desecrated, Strangled, Broken. Both Bolshoi artists were highly praised for their acting skills.15               
          As domestic stars became the norm in Russia by 1915, important film and theater 
entrepreneurs, such as Alexander Drankov, reportedly went on to establish their own studios for 
young cinema actors.16 A significant example of such a school was Mikhail Mordkin’s Studio of 
plastics for drama, opera, classical and ballroom dance. This school trained cinema actors, 
theater actors, opera singers and dancers of all levels and ages to improve the plasticity of their 
stage/screen movement and body language. Mordkin’s endeavor is unsurprising as he was one of 
Karalli’s dance partners at the Bolshoi and worked extensively with Gorsky throughout his 
career, dancing the lead male roles in the choreographer’s original works. A 1915 notice 
announcing the opening of Mordkin’s school states that other ballet dancers will serve on the 
faculty.17 Like Karalli, Mordkin worked closely with Gorsky and therefore the two dancers’ style 
of pantomime was very similar. It is unsurprising that Mordkin was an important figure behind 
schools that trained cinema actors and appeared on screen in his own right. This is an example of 
how Gorsky dancers were well known for a pantomime style that was ideal for the screen. While 
Karalli never opened such a school in Russia on her own, her Gorsky-influenced style of ballet 
and pantomime was felt through Mordkin and other ballet artists who worked at these schools.          
          The new film schools that focused on the training of cinema actors naturally employed 
ballet dancers and other artists with a background in pantomime, gesture and mimicry. The 
Gorsky School and artistry of Karalli and her colleagues had influence on the curriculum in these 
schools, and can be seen by the number of Gorsky-era dancers who were employed at these 
institutions. This influence only increased with Karalli’s first cinema appearances in 1914 and 
accompanying showcase of Gorsky’s drama-based choreography. These institutions, primarily 
located at the heart of the film industry in Moscow, can be compared to the Denishawn School 
that opened its doors in 1915 and was located in the center of the American film industry. D.W. 
Griffith was well known for sending his actors to the school, such as Lillian and Dorothy Gish, 
and featured the Denishawn dancers of the school in the “Babylon Ballet” in Intolerance (1916). 
While the Denishawn School was a dance studio in its original sense, it had much in common 
with the Russian institutions that developed around the same time in that choreographic methods 
were used to produce and train cinema actors. Karalli and Gorsky may not have ran or taught at 
such an institution as did Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn; however, their influence was 
nonetheless strongly felt in the operations of these schools. Mordkin’s involvement in such an 
institution is one way that Gorsky’s influence reached the schools. Like St. Denis, Gorsky and 
Karalli were at least to a degree influenced by the teachings of Francois Delsarte, a French 
musician and teacher. Delsarte emphasized an emotional mind-body connection when creating 
and executing movements and dance steps. All parties mentioned considered this a higher 
priority than technique for technique’s sake, making their styles of choreographic movement 
particularly applicable to the screen.18 
 

																																																													
15 S. “Kino-theater,” Theater Moscow, #2097, 16-17 April 1918, 7. 
16 “Theater and the Cinema,” Theater Moscow, #1748, 11-12 October 1915, 6-7. 
17 “Khronika,” Theater Moscow, #1636, 18-19 Janurary 1915, 8. 
18 Erin Brannigan, DANCEFILM: Choreography and the Moving Image (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 87-90. 
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Fig. 3 Vera Karalli and Mikhail Mordkin in the 
Gorsky’s version of the ballet La Bayadere. 
Karalli’s angular poses and lack of turnout were 
trademarks of Gorsky’s contemporary ballet 
choreography. 

Fig. 4 Karalli frolics outdoors in her point 
shoes, showcasing her free style of movement 
that was influenced by Isadora Duncan’s 
artistry and broke with classical ballet 
tradition. 
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          The influence that Gorsky’s dancers had on the schools that catered to both aspiring 
cinema actors and stage performers demonstrates their deep understanding of connections 
between balletic pantomime and the type that was conducive for the screen. During the 1910s 
Karalli was a strong advocate of filmed dance and publically expressed her opinions regarding 
the similarities and differences between the stage and screen in Theater Moscow in 1915. 
Karalli’s observation that a cinema actor needs to know the exact place and position of each 
movement as the camera sees it is similar to stage dance where it is necessary to predetermine 
the speed and movement of every gesture and dance step so that it is accurately and effectively 
carried out in a particular part of the stage and does not interfere with the other dancers or 
scenery. Karalli argues that in the cinema “movements need to be simple and honest” in order to 
be believable, an idea that undoubtedly sprouted from exposure to Gorsky’s style that called for 
the eradication of any superfluous movement that did not help to advance the dramatic storyline 
(Fig. 4).19   
          The debates surrounding the cinema, screen acting, and the compatibility of dance, 
movement, and film were discussed by leading artists of the 1910s.20 Comparisons were often 
made between the two art forms, and in 1914 a critic for The Cinema Herald used ballet as an 
example to argue the importance of music in the silent cinema since the two art forms operated 
similarly.21 While the famed director Vsevolod Meyerhold, known for his nontraditional theater 
settings that featured symbolism and the idea of physical being, had much less of an influence on 
the artistry of Gorsky and Karalli that took after Stanislavsky’s psychological realism, his 
comments regarding movement and cinema acting are relevant to this discussion. Shortly after 
completing his film The Strong Man (1916), he emphasized the importance of rhythm and 
movement onscreen: “The performance of the actor, along with personal expressiveness, must be 
reserved with great will through the direction of the actor.”22 This statement also accurately 
describes the stage acting of a ballet artist, such as Karalli, who was trained to be expressive in 
her bodily and facial communication while adhering to a strict choreographic plan that would 
limit her movement to a controlled space, preventing it from appearing hysterical or sloppy.     
          Celebrated Russian ballerina Anna Pavlova held an extremely negative opinion of the 
cinema despite her appearances in the medium. As one of the most important pre-revolutionary 
dancers her words that she shared with The Cinema Herald in 1914, regarding the artistic debate 
on filmed danced, are worth quoting here in full:  
 

In many cities I have been asked to perform in the cinema. I do not have time to act in an entire 
drama of mimicry in the style of Asta Nielsen,23 dancing under the imperfections of the cinema 

																																																													
19 O.T., “The Great Silent. V.A. Karalli On Acting In the Cinema,” Theater Moscow, #1697, 19-20 June 
1915, 3. 
20 It was common for critics to critique screen dance without explaining why it was not aesthetically 
appealing. Their vocabulary for such a discussion was not yet developed.  In a review for the film Tango-
Fever, the critic simply states that the “tango dance looks terrible on screen.” “News Variety,” The 
Cinema Herald, #1/81, 1 January 1914, 38. 
21 A. Kursinsky, “The Sceen's Capabilities,” The Cinema Herald, #1/81, 1 January 1914, 13-15. 
22 N., “Our Conversations. V.E. Meierhold On the Cinema,” Theater Moscow, 7-8 August 1916, 5. 
23 Asta Nielsen was a Danish film actress who became one of the most important film stars of the early 
twentieth century. She was especially known for her expressive pantomime and mimicry. 



Ballet’s Influence on Early Cinema 

Synoptique Vol. 5, No. 2 (Winter 2017) 46 

comes across as square on the screen. I once made an exception and agreed to be filmed for The 
Berlin Literary Society in Rubenstein’s Night with its smooth movements. I forced the society to 
give me its word that the picture would only be shown under special circumstances.24  
 

These statements demonstrate Pavlova’s great distrust of filmed dance along with her knowledge 
that large, sweeping movements were less apt to be distorted on the screen than those that feature 
intricate details.  
          Another opposing opinion from the period, especially by the “King of the Screen” Ivan 
Mozzhukhin, argued that the cinema not only lured cinema actors from the theater, it also ruined 
them.25 Some critics believed that the situation was so dire that his less than stellar stage acting, 
which supposedly worsened with his cinema experience could potentially destroy his image as a 
cinema star, or “the best actor on the screen.”26 It is unsurprising that these critics made their 
case for dramatic actors rather than ballet dancers. While balletic pantomime and acting styles 
suitable for the screen were similar, a theater actor would need to make significant modifications 
to his or her movement style for it to appear realistic on screen. Indeed, a dramatic actor who 
brought his or her screen acting skills to the stage would likely not come across as expressive 
and communicative in a large auditorium. These actors demonstrated exaggerated, histrionic 
pantomime that greatly differed from the style of ballet dancers who were trained to “speak” 
gracefully with their bodies.27 Dramatic actors needed to modify and economize their acting style 
so that it would be closer to balletic pantomime that worked well on the screen. A dramatic actor 
who worked in the theater and film simultaneously needed to be flexible with his or her style of 
acting, unlike a ballet dancer whose style transferred over much more naturally.  

Famed movement theoretician Prince Sergei Volkonsky contributed to this discussion by 
arguing that: “Film acting is all in movement. One must be able to decipher between good and 
bad movement for the screen. This can be done by looking in mirrors.”28 His statement 
accurately describes the training and choreographic processes of dancers who work in large 
studios that are completely covered with mirrors. This setup insures that choreographers and 
dancers will have a complete picture and understanding of each and every movement from all 
angles. Volkonsky argues that this situation is just as necessary for the training of cinema actors. 
The theoretician’s works published during Karalli’s career, such as The Expressive Person: 
Stage Training in Gesture According to Delsarte (first published in 1913), undoubtedly 
influenced the understanding of gesture and movement for stage and screen actors. This guide 
included the first Russian publication of the system of Francois Delsarte who connected the 
actor’s inner emotions with a system of gestures, mimicry, and plastic poses that were based on 
human interaction. While quite different from Stanislavsky’s psychological realism that 
influenced Gorsky’s work to a greater degree, Volkonsky’s teachings based on Delsarte forced 
actors to consider the idea of meaning behind movement, rather than movement for movement’s 
sake. In this work, widely read by actors of the 1910s, Volkonsky analyses the meaning behind 

																																																													
24 “Pavlova and the Cinema,” The Cinema Herald, #92/12, 21 June 1914, 23. 
25 V. Gorsky, “The Tendency Towards the Cinema,” Theater Moscow, #1963, January 10 1916, 6.  
26 Tom and Billy, “Backstage,” Theater Moscow, #1994, 23 March 1917, 7. 
27 In 1914, it was thought that Russian dramatic actors were not ready for the screen since they were 
trained only for the stage. “The Russian Cinema,” The Cinema Herald, #88/8, 20 April 1914, 15-16. 
28 Prince Sergei Volkonsky, “Silent Danger,” The Cinema Herald, #88/9, 7 May 1914, 25-27. 
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movements and gestures that can be performed on stage to convey particular emotions, and gives 
a practical set of exercises intended to encourage an actor’s plasticity. These exercises pertained 
to the eyes, nose, mouth, head, body, arms, gait, turns, bows, sitting, articulation, genuflection, 
falling, contrast, use of a flag, and breathing.29 Volkonsky’s immense knowledge that is 
illustrated in this work demonstrates his expertise in the realm of movement, an important factor 
when considering his articles that regularly appeared in film and theater journals in the 1910s. 
Volkonsky’s (in turn Delsarte’s) influence on Gorsky and his dancers, including Karalli, helps to 
explain why ballet professionals were often touted as the most proficient screen actors within the 
debates on filmed dance. The value that Volkonsky placed on understanding the meaning behind 
each movement was important for screen acting.       
          Many of the above debates demonstrate the issues connected with attempts to pristinely 
film classical ballet; however, it is important for this discussion to separate this art form into two 
major elements: technical dance steps and pantomime/mimicry. Although the problems 
associated with capturing classical dance on film are legitimate, this does not take away from the 
fact that ballet dancers were often touted by film directors, producers and critics as the best 
models for screen actors of dramatic films. In his analysis of the problem of the actors’ loss of 
speech on the silent screen, critic V.Volin compares ballet and screen acting in order to argue 
that effective communication without the spoken word is possible. He writes:  
 

There is already stage art without words. Dance and ballet do not need words for aesthetic effect; 
Pavlova and Geltser are understandable without words, and it does not seem as if ballerinas have 
their tongues cut out when they strengthen their dance through mimicry; it does not seem like this 
because they have expressive bodies and faces that convey to the audience the necessary material 
(meaning) for the dance [...] Ballet dancers are capable of expressing life through dance, rather 
than words.30 

 
Other critics reiterated the importance of symbolic gesture in silent cinema: “The absence of 
speech forces artists of such films to make use of gesture, and finally, to create a special 
symbolic system of gesture.”31 Such a system of gesture and pantomime had long been in place 
in classical ballet, and it was therefore natural for ballet artists to utilize this language of 
movement in the cinema. Yet, another critic took ballet as an example for cinema acting, 
focusing specifically on the paramount element of rhythm in pantomime: “In a drama of mimicry 
movement is always a symbol. The rhythm (of the pantomime movement) symbolizes one or 
another emotional tension of the main character, and creates contact between the stage and the 
audience.”32 
          Karalli was the most prominent example of a ballet dancer who affectively communicated 
without words on the screen. Unlike dramatic actors, she did not need to modify her stage 
pantomime to a significant degree since the Gorsky style was already similar to how acting 
needed to occur on the screen. Khanzhonkov, Bauer and film director Peter Chardynin were 
eager to work with her for this reason. While Khanzhonkov was anxious to hire Karalli for the 
																																																													
29 Sergei Volkonsky, The Expressive Person: Stage Training in Gesture According to Delsarte (St. 
Petersburg, Moscow and Krasnodar: Planeta Muziyki, 2012). 
30 V. Volin, “Stage and Screen,” Theater Newspaper, #24, 12 June 1916, 9-10. 
31 Mark Krintsky, “Screen. The Task of the Screen,” Theater Newspaper, #36, 6 September 1915, 17. 
32 V. GE-G, “Two Rhythms,” Theater Newspaper, #4, 22 January 1917, 10-11.  
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connection that she would bring to the most popular form of the legitimate theater, Bauer and 
Chardynin sought to work with her as they knew that they would be able to choreograph her 
movements in a way that would speak to audiences. It is unsurprising that leading pre-
revolutionary cinema director Evgeniy Bauer was known for calculating every movement, 
paying careful attention to each action of the actor. Bauer’s psychological style of cinema was 
slower paced than the typical Russian film that was already much slower than its western 
counterparts. The director created an ideal setting for the showcasing of dancers as “models and 
props,” and where movement could be highlighted against a static backdrop. In Silent Witnesses, 
Russian film scholar Yuri Tsivian, with the aid of primary sources, explains that Bauer 
meticulously examined each scene through the camera lens while the actors were in place. The 
director was especially careful to avoid any superfluous movement by the actors that could 
potentially disturb the scene as a whole. Tsivian argues: “Bauer’s experience with photography 
showed in his style of posing the actors.” Bauer treated his actors like models and had a pianist 
present during filming “to intensify the mood.”33 This is likely the result of his work with 
numerous dancers on stage and screen. For Bauer, a single actor in a film was never paramount, 
rather the “collective,” which included both human “models” and props, took precedence.34 The 
situation was similar in classical ballet where the dancers are manipulated like models by the 
choreographer, and the principal dancers are understood as only a part of the ever important 
collective.  
          In “Choreographing Space, Time and Dikovniki in the Films of Evgeniy Bauer,” Alyssa 
DeBlasio explores Lev Kuleshov’s idea of “dikovnika” in its pre-revolutionary form in The 
Dying Swan (Fig. 5).35 This Bauer psychological melodrama (sometimes referred to as one of the 
first horror films), named after Karalli's famed balletic variation, tells the story of the deaf 
ballerina Gizella (played by Karalli) who becomes a famous dancer, attracting the attention of an 
insane aristocratic artist who eventually murders her. According to DeBlasio, Bauer’s work the 
term dikovnika refers to an object that is central to the mise-en-scene in a film. “Placed in the 
foreground,” she observes, “the dikovnika assumes symbolic significance, highlighting aspects 
of character or theme.”36 These objects often take the form of busts and statues for Bauer, and 
play integral roles on both the diegetic and nondiegetic levels: “Though always pointing beyond 
themselves to ideas or concepts and thereby aiding in the narration of the film, dikovniki are 
physical objects within the mise-en-scene that serve as concrete signs throughout the film.”37  

In The Dying Swan, the dikovnika is the swan whose symbolism simultaneously invokes 
three important ideas: Karalli, the actress who performs the lead in this film, Fokine’s popular 

																																																													
33 Yuri Tsivian, Silent Witnesses: Russian Films, 1908-1919. Edited by Paolo Cherchi Usai (Pordenone: 
Le Giornate del Cinema Muto, 1989), 550. 
34 Boris Zyukov, Vera Kholodnaya: For Her 100th Birthday (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1995), 38.  
35 Lev Kuleshov was a Soviet director and theorist who made his most significant films, such as The 
Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West in the Land of the Bolsheviks (1924), during the 1920s. He worked 
as a set designer for Evgeniy Bauer during the pre-revolutionary period, and went on to further develop 
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collective over the individual star.  
36 Alyssa DeBlasio, “Choreographing Space, Time, and Dikovniki in the films of Evgenii Bauer,” Russian 
Review 66.4 (October 2007): 675. 
37 Ibid. 
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ballet, and the legend of the swan in Russian folklore. As Deblasio states, Bauer deprives Gizella 
of her voice for the sake of art both on stage and in Glinsky’s studio where she is murdered when 
posing as a swan, reinforcing, DeBlasio argues, the “privileging of the dead body over the living 
one as in After Death (another Bauer-Karalli vehicle that took up this same theme). In After 
Death and The Dying Swan, Bauer’s dikovniki—all of which represent the artistic ideal—
incarnate an absent individual or idea.”38 Gizella acts as a living dikovnika and the ultimate prop 
for Bauer as she is posed like a doll by her murderer Count Glinsky, guided by Mikhail Fokine’s 
choreographic structure, and manipulated by Bauer off screen.39 This analysis of the role of the 
dikovnika in this film helps to further explain why Bauer found classical ballet dancers to be the 
most suitable screen actors. Traditionally, classical ballet dancers have no say in how they will 
move their bodies on stage and are physically manipulated and dictated to by the choreographer 
and ballet master. While some choreographers give dancers room for artistic and stylistic 
freedom, more often than not they expect their dancers to conform to their wishes right down to 
the most intricate details. Just as in Bauer’s film, it often takes physical manipulation of the 
dancer’s body by the choreographer to achieve the desired results. 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 5 Karalli’s final pose in Evgeniy Bauer’s The Dying Swan. 
 

          Bauer’s collaboration with cinematographer Boris Zavelev factors into this analysis. The 
cinematographer is an especially significant figure in the discussion of the dance film as he, 
rather than the director or choreographer, ultimately determines exactly how the audience views 
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the dance. The cinematographer’s role is similar to that of the choreographer since he controls 
exactly how the dance steps and movements will appear before spectators. For example, a 
choreographer might attempt to draw the audience’s attention to the arm movements in a dance 
sequence by making them more pronounced than the footwork. However, the cinematographer 
can take this same sequence and create a close-up of the feet, obviously predetermining the 
audience’s focus and overriding the choreographer’s artistic wishes. The cinematographer is in a 
position to make the final artistic choices regarding filmed dance. In this way the camerawork 
itself is an alternative type of choreography. Even today the art of accurately filming classical 
ballet has not been perfectly mastered despite the many innovations that have occurred in the 
cinema industry over the past century. Tracking movement with the camera, especially that of 
classical ballet, is particularly difficult due to the art form’s ephemeral and fleeting nature. 
Completely capturing classical ballet’s choreographic nuances on film is impossible since the 
cinematographer has the complicated task of deciding from which angle to film the performer 
and on which details of the dance to focus. 
           The Dying Swan, shot by Boris Zavelev, is considered to be Karalli’s most well known 
work. In his important and rare essay on pre-revolutionary cinematographers, Philip Cavendish 
argues that, “the exact division of responsibility between director and camera operator during 
this period was fluid.”40 Due to his theatrical background, Bauer was proficient in production 
aspects, such as lighting, and took great active interest in the “visual composition” of his films.41 
Therefore, it is logical to believe that Bauer shared the role of cinematographer with Zavelev to a 
degree.42  
          Although variation of the “The Dying Swan” that Karalli frequently performed on the 
stage of the Bolshoi is the most recognizable choreographic example in this film, it is perhaps 
more revealing to examine the nightmare sequence in which Gizella has a disturbing premonition 
regarding her collaboration with the artist Glinsky who is consumed with capturing death in his 
paintings. This pantomime sequence is carefully choreographed and is reminiscent of the 
choreography that Gorsky created for her in his drama ballets. This sequence is especially telling 
since it should be understood as a collaboration between Karalli, Gorsky, Zavelev and Bauer. 
The director took the opportunity to combine his famed three-dimensional style of mise-en-scene 
with movement. The scene begins with Gizella lying in bed with her pointe shoes visible on her 
dresser. She is initially filmed in a medium shot, and then the camera tracks out to produce a 
long shot that shows the entirety of the carefully arranged bedroom that is the stage for lightning 
and a blowing curtain. Like the princess Aurora in the classical ballet Sleeping Beauty, an 
inanimate Gizella in her bed is nothing but a prop in the overall picture of the mise-en-scene that 
creates its three-dimensional effect through multiple layers of decorated space. This space 
includes the area behind the bed that contains the dresser with the pointe shoes, Gizella’s bed, 

																																																													
40 Philip Cavendish, “The Hand That Turns the Handle: Camera Operators and the Poetics of the Camera 
in Pre-Revolutionary Russian Film,” The Slavonic and East European Review 82.2 (April 2004), 225.     
41 Ibid.     
42 For information on Bauer’s theatrical career and his application of this experience in cinema, see 
Oksana Chefranova’s doctoral dissertation “From Garden to Kino: Evgenii Bauer, Cinema, and the 
Visuality of Moscow Amusement Culture, 1885-1917” (New York University, 2014). 
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and the space in front of the bed in which the curtain, blowing plants, and the lightening in the 
window make their marks.  

The film then cuts to a long shot (representing Gizella’s dream) of Glinsky’s corridor, 
depicting a frightened Gizella hovering near the window and a woman in white slowly moving 
towards her with an outstretched arm. The two women who are framed by the high ceiling (a 
device often used by Bauer to create the allusion of additional space) and the columns of the 
corridor communicate with each other through their bodies and pantomime. The woman in white 
uses slow arm movements to beckon Gizella who answers through her own crouched arm 
movements that she would like to be left alone. The woman clearly has an unearthly influence 
over Gizella as she raises her arm in the direction that she would like the latter to go and her 
demands are met. The two women walk extremely slowly out of the frame in single file and the 
film cuts to a staircase that leads them into a dark, cryptic room. The woman points to Gizella’s 
crown that Glinsky had previously given her, explaining that she too will die in this spot just like 
all of the other women that the Count had previously murdered. This is a place in the film where 
the intertitles detract from the acting as the woman’s arm motions and Gizella’s hysterical 
reaction through facial expression, grabbing of her head, and calculated fall to the ground in a 
trance-like state while examining her hands relay the story in a way that words cannot.  

The film then cuts to a medium shot of Karalli in which her wide eyes and crazed 
demeanor become more visible. The many hands of the slain women circle Gizella and reach 
towards her face as she clenches her body and places her hands on her face, attempting to protect 
herself. Again, her effective and frightened facial expressions in conjunction with her 
accompanying pantomime and gesture give an idea as to what her famed performance in “The 
Mad Scene” of Giselle at the Bolshoi must have looked like as the character suddenly becomes 
fully aware of her fate and imminent demise. The scene closes by cutting back to the bedroom in 
which a deeply disturbed Gizella has now awakened, clutching her face in fear. The pedestrian 
nature of this sequence’s choreography, pantomime, movement, and mimicry undoubtedly has 
the marks of a Gorsky ballet. 
          In DANCEFILM, Erin Brannigan describes the period, in which The Dying Swan was 
made as a “transitional period” in early cinema that is “categorized by a gestural mediality that 
draws attention to the performing body.”43 During this period new technologies and techniques 
formed a cinema where “the performing body and cinematic mise-en-scene combine in a 
choreographic staging that exceeds narrative imperatives and is fascinated with the inassimilable, 
expressive potential of the moving body.”44 This discussion of Karalli adds to Brannigan’s 
analysis in that Karalli's dance and movement style that she incorporates into her cinematic 
performance can be understood as a new technique that best makes use of the filmic space and 
surroundings. This is evident in Bauer’s films, particularly The Dying Swan. In this film Karalli 
acts as both character and prop, simultaneously advancing the narrative and embellishing the 
mise-en-scene with the placement of her movement. Indeed, at times Karalli’s performance as a 
dancer exceeds narrative necessity and the film does seem to be obsessed with the abilities of a 
body in motion.  

																																																													
43 Brannigan, DANCEFILM: Choreography and the Moving Image, 65. 
44 Ibid. 
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Brannigan cites Lillian Gish45 as an example of an early film star whose screen acting is 
ideal for analyzing the period’s gestural performance where “actors and directors combined 
existing performance methodologies such as Francois Delsarte’s system of expression with new 
corporeal performance modes such as modern dance, psychological realism, and experimentation 
with observation and improvisation.”46 It is probable that Karalli serves as an even stronger 
example than Gish when illuminating Brannigan’s argument. While Gish (who had, as 
previously mentioned, trained at the Denishawn School) was certainly an expressive actress who 
was well-known for her sophisticated and effective pantomime and mimicry skills in films such 
as D.W. Griffith's Broken Blossoms (1919), it is arguable that Karalli is likely a more significant 
example in this respect since every category listed above influenced her screen performance. 
Through her training with Gorsky she was introduced to Delsarte’s system, Stanislavsky’s 
psychological realism, modern dance (ballet), including the teachings of Duncan, and 
improvisational skills that she developed through the artistic freedom that Gorsky sometimes 
offered her. 
          In conclusion, this analysis of Vera Karalli, Russia’s first cinema star, reveals much about 
the age-old question of the compatibility between the cinema and dance. The contents of the pre-
revolutionary dance film include classical ballet dance steps as well as balletic pantomime 
sequences, both integral components of classical ballet as an art form. The case study 
demonstrates that film is incapable of fully capturing classical ballet’s fleeting nuances in the 
way that they appear on stage. This observation should not be understood negatively since filmed 
dance has the potential to become an interesting, new work that differentiates from stage dance. 
However, it is important to consider this difference and acknowledge that restaging a 
choreographic work based solely on a filmed performance or evaluating a dancer’s artistry based 
entirely on her appearance on film present major issues. Filmed dance will never appear identical 
to the live performance, calling its authenticity into question. Nonetheless, the recording of dance 
in cinema posses a different type of authenticity that showcases the collaboration between 
choreographer, dancer, director, cinematographer and editor.  

Later in life, Karalli agreed with her contemporaries like Anna Pavlova, Ekaterina 
Geltser, and St. Petersburg prima ballerina Mathilda Kshesinskaya that the medium could distort 
and misrepresent the memory and the artistry of a dancer. 47 This is true as even today one would 
be hard-pressed to find a classical ballet dancer who trusted the medium of cinema in isolation to 
accurately preserve her artistry. However, such dance films are valuable and necessary 
documents for recording the images of influential dancers and preserving choreography that in 
rare instances may have become lost to memory, as there is still no universal notation system to 
record dance. This statement may, at first, seem contradictory. The existing dance films of 
Karalli and her contemporaries, although they do not reproduce all the details of the dance as 
they were experienced by Bolshoi audiences, are superior to no visual record at all. It is known 

																																																													
45 For information on Lillian Gish’s style of gesture and performance in D.W. Griffith’s Biograph Films, 
see Roberta Pearson’s Eloquent Gestures: The Transformation of Performance Style in the Griffith 
Biograph Films (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992).   
46 Brannigan, 65-66. 

47 “M.F. Kshesinskaya refused the offer of one St. Petersburg film firm to perform two dances for the 
screen.” “Moscow Chronicles,” Theater Newspaper, #36, Sun., Sept. 6, 1915, 19. 
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that even celebrated dancers, such as Isadora Duncan,48 who would have been well aware of the 
faults of filmed dance, nonetheless learned to operate the camera and used film to illustrate her 
dances in her teaching.49 Although Duncan’s use of filmed dance for instructional purposes is 
different from the fictional works in which Karalli appeared, both types of films were concerned 
with the cinema’s ability to capture dance’s fleeting movements and details. This complicated 
task was just as necessary for films that were used to instruct as it was for fictional films that 
showcased the art of ballet as entertainment. In the instance where a particular choreographic 
work is completely lost a filmed document proves most valuable. However, the cinematic images 
can be fairly and accurately interpreted only when the time period’s filmic and historical 
conditions are closely analyzed, considered alongside of primary written accounts of the 
performances and artists, and discussed with the aid of dance practitioners and scholars who 
have a sound knowledge of ballet’s technical evolution. Although filmed dance shares 
similarities with the choreographer’s original version, it is necessary to understand it as a new 
and unique work that results from the collaboration of a cinematographer and choreographer, and 
is determined by technological processes. In this way, filmed dance becomes a valuable 
showcase of movement that can only result from the merging of stage art with cinematic 
technology.  
          This argument is supported by the theory of film and dance scholar Douglas Rosenberg 
who states that, “the site of screendance is actually a system of screendance, built on numerous 
sites, with the nuances of production and output all contributing to its eventual specificity.”50 
Rosenberg explains that filmed dance is an intricate system that includes many different steps 
and factors (or sites) within the preproduction, production and postproduction processes, and all 
of these steps need to be recognized when attempting to decipher and evaluate the finished 
product. The final outcome of filmed dance (that is to say, the finished film) should never be 
examined in isolation from the various points found within these processes. For example, in The 
Dying Swan a number of factors contributed to the finished product that is viewed and evaluated 
by audiences and critics. These included: the preproduction rehearsals (or lack thereof), the 
overall conditions of the Khanzhonkov/Bauer set, the time (and breaks) allotted to the variation 
filming, the choices made by the cinematographer, the adjustments made by the editor during 
postproduction, and the site and space of the film screening. It is incorrect to make an assessment 
of filmed dance without taking these factors into consideration. The filmed variations discussed 
here have their own specificity that resulted from unique filming, production and editing 
processes that determined the end result. The venue, location and circumstances of the film’s 
demonstrations also factor into this equation.  
          Pantomime sequences that are a fundamental part of classical ballet are particularly 
conducive to the cinema, and the acting style that stemmed from ballet had great influence on 
Russian silent cinema at large. The pedestrian-like movements in pantomime sequences do not 
depend nearly as much as technical ballet dance on the flow of continuous, intricate movements, 
and it is more natural for a cinematographer to include a close-up of the face and medium shots 
of other sections of the body without fearing that he is missing the dance’s important parts. In 
																																																													
48 According to this source, Duncan spent a great deal of time learning the mechanics behind the film 
camera. “Abroad,” Theater Newspaper, #36, 6 September 1915, 19. 
49 “About Everything,” Theater Moscow, #1726, 1 September 1915, 9. 
50 Douglas Rosenberg, Screendance: Inscribing the Ephemeral Image (Oxford and New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 17. 
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Approaches To Carpalistics: Movement and Gesture In Literature, Art and Film, Yuri Tsivian 
reminds readers about the struggle for the right of control between pre-revolutionary cinema 
actors and directors during the second half of the 1910s: “The weapons of the actors were 
mimicry and gesture, the weapons of the directors-montage. The fans of Kholodnaya51 and 
Mozzhukhin, and the critics from Ermoliev’s Projector were supporters of the first group while 
experience and the popularity of American cinema worked in favor of the second.”52 In addition 
to placing extreme importance on the gesture and mimicry of Karalli and her contemporaries, he 
argues that their acting style significantly contributed to the aesthetic of the slow-paced film for 
which the pre-revolutionary Russian cinema was known and criticized by many, especially after 
the Revolution. While this cinematic trait has been attributed to the technical deficiencies of the 
Russian cinema industry Tsivian explains, “The Russians were not behind the others, they 
simply did not participate in the race.”53 This explanation is important to keep in mind since it 
suggests that the screen gesture styles that were a part of classical ballet dance and performed by 
Imperial dancers were so significant that they helped to define pre-revolutionary Russian 
cinema’s overall style. 
          The artistic debates that raged in pre-revolutionary Russia in the 1910s over the 
compatibility of dance and cinema are not unlike those being discussed by contemporary 
scholars over one hundred years later. The debates from this period offer valuable information 
and insight for current scholars since the critics and artists who participated in them were present 
for the early years of the development of cinema and the way that classical and modern ballet 
evolved parallel to that development. They witnessed the simultaneous development of these two 
art forms, an experience that gave them a perspective unmarred by the influences of 
contemporary cinema (arguably a very different art form than its silent predecessor) and present-
day dance and ballet that often forgoes the dramatic element in favor of virtuoso technique. A 
deep understanding of the relationship between the two art forms is achieved through a return to 
its roots and consideration of the artists, notably Vera Karalli, who helped to establish their 
marriage. 
 
 
 
Jennifer Ann Zale is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Communication and Culture at 
Indiana University Bloomington. 
 
  

																																																													
51 Actress Vera Kholodnaya was one of the most popular cinema actresses of the pre-revolutionary 
period. She is remembered today as the “Queen of the Screen” in most scholarly and popular literature. 
52Yuri Tsivian, Approaches to Carpalistics: Movement and Gesture In Literature, Art and Film (Moscow: 
Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2010), 254-60. Note: Tsivian does not specifically mention Karalli in this 
discussion. 
53 Ibid. 
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Seeing Aspects of the Moving Camera: On the Twofoldness of the 
Mobile Frame  
 
Jordan Schonig 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Accounts of the perceptual experience of camera movement tend to extend a truism in film theory 
that the camera eye is analogous to the human eye. Whether argued from a position of 
perceptual psychology or phenomenology, such theories claim that when we see the movement of 
the camera, we experience an illusion of our own embodied movement through space. This 
article argues against the affinity between camera movement and human perception and for a 
phenomenology of camera movement that proceeds from the spectator’s ways of seeing aspects 
of the screen’s surface. Examining experimental films by Ken Jacobs and Michael Snow, this 
article argues that the phenomenological aspect-perception at work in camera movements is best 
understood in the terms of Richard Wollheim’s “twofoldness” theory of picture perception, 
according to which the aesthetic perception of a picture involves a simultaneous attention to its 
surface qualities as well as its depictive content. 
 
Keywords: Aspect-perception, camera movement; experimental film; phenomenology. 
 
 
 

 persistent intuition in film theory and criticism is that a moving camera seems to 
move us through the film’s world along with it.1 In the “phantom rides” of early 
cinema, cameras mounted on the fronts of locomotives make us feel the familiar 
illusion of moving forward through picturesque landscapes. In Citizen Kane (1941), 

when the camera rushes toward and dissolves through the broken skylight at Susan Alexander’s 
El Rancho nightclub, the camera’s inquisitive propulsion seems to carry us through space, 
provoking a desire to explore the film’s world. And in The Shining (1980), as the camera’s 
ghostly point of view hovers behind Danny riding through the empty hallways of the Overlook 
hotel, we cannot help but feel as if we are moving through space with, alongside, or even as the 
camera.  

Critics and theorists have emphasized this unmistakable feeling of moving with the 
camera, often noting how the camera’s moving perspective evokes the optical effects produced 
by our own movement through space.2 Recently, such observations have been taken up by 

																																																													
1 Throughout this article, my use of the term “world” should be understood entirely in a spatial-perceptual 
sense, especially as it pertains to Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception.  
2 Writing about F.W. Murnau’s moving camera, M. Kann writes: “As the eye moves, so must the lens.” 
Patrick Keating, “The Homeless Ghost: The Moving Camera and its Analogies,” [in]Transition 2.4 
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phenomenological approaches to film theory, which explore the ways in which cinema draws on 
the perceptual and affective foundations of ordinary embodied experience. Identifying a deep 
phenomenological sympathy between the experience of embodied movement and the perceived 
movement of the camera, such theorists have placed our identification with the moving camera at 
the center of their accounts of cinematic experience. Drawing heavily from Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, for whom the perception of the world is inextricable from our movements within it, such 
accounts tend to argue that camera movement, more than any cinematic device, gives us the 
sense of being oriented in a world.  

In different ways, the work of Jennifer Barker, Scott Richmond, and Vivian Sobchack has 
focused on how camera movements evoke familiar kinds of embodied movement through space. 
Barker broadly privileges our mimetic muscular reactions to camera movements, claiming that 
“physical movement of the camera is the closest approximation of muscular movement of the 
human body.”3 Richmond, drawing on both Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology and James 
Gibson’s perceptual psychology, argues that cinematic experience can be radically redefined by 
accounting for our embodied experience of the subjectively moving camera (simulated or not), 
that is, by camera movements that penetrate into space along the z-axis.4 Most influentially, 
Sobchack develops a phenomenological theory of spectatorship that relies on recognizing the 
moving camera as an embodied consciousness related to the world as we are: she claims “camera 
movement echoes the essential motility of our own consciousness as it is embodied in the world 
and able to accomplish and express the tasks and projects of living.”5 In Sobchack’s account, 
whenever we see the camera move, we are attuned to the subjectivity of what she calls the film’s 
“body”—through its movement, we sense its agency, vitality, and intentionality.6 For each 
theorist, the movement of the camera recalls our own experience of being situated in the world, 
moving through that world, and feeling the possibilities of movement and action therein.  

																																																																																																																																																																																																				
(2016). http://mediacommons.futureofthebook.org/intransition/homeless-ghost. Accessed February 11, 
2017. Advancing a similar observation with the help of perceptual psychology, David Bordwell writes: 
“we can hardly resist reading the camera movement effect as a persuasive surrogate for our subjective 
movement through an objective world.” David Bordwell, “Camera Movement and Cinematic 
Space,” Ciné-Tracts 1.2 (1997): 23. Considering the implications of Bordwell’s observation for theories 
of art, Arthur Danto finds that because “the experience [of camera movement] is of ourselves moving,” 
the moving camera “seems to overcome […] the distance between spectator and scene.” Arthur Danto, 
“Moving Pictures,” in Noël Carroll and Jinhee Choi, eds., Philosophy of Film and Motion Pictures: An 
Anthology (Malden: Blackwell, 2006), 110. 
3 Jennifer M. Barker, The Tactile Eye: Touch and the Cinematic Experience (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2009), 110. 
4 Scott Richmond, Cinema’s Bodily Illusions: Flying, Floating, and Hallucinating (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2016), 51-72. While Richmond eschews the term “camera movement” 
because of its medium-specific implications, what he calls the “illusion of bodily movement” is 
essentially produced by actual camera movements or simulated camera movements, or what David 
Bordwell would call the “camera movement effect.” Bordwell, “Camera Movement,” 23.  
5 Vivian Sobchack, “Toward Inhabited Space: The Semiotic Structure of Camera Movement in the 
Cinema,” Semiotica 41.1-4 (1982): 317. 
6 Vivian Sobchack, The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1992), 203-247.  
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While it seems intuitive to say that camera movements make us feel as if we are moving 
through space with them—that they feel familiar and real—such a claim perpetuates the idea that 
cinema naturally produces the illusion of our ordinary perception of movement.7 In what follows, 
I want to consider the possibilities of seeing beyond the satisfying illusions that camera 
movements are said to produce. To do so, I turn to experimental films that actively explore the 
perceptual conditions of the moving camera and make those conditions radically visible to the 
spectator. Examining Ken Jacobs’s phantom ride films Georgetown Loop (1996) and Disorient 
Express (1996) and Michael Snow’s La région centrale (1971), films that both explore and 
reflect on what it means to perceive the movement of a moving camera, I argue against the 
affinity between camera movement and human perception in favor of a phenomenology of 
camera movement that proceeds from the spectator’s ways of seeing aspects of the screen’s 
surface. Specifically, I argue that the phenomenological aspect-perception at work in camera 
movements are best understood in the terms of Richard Wollheim’s “twofoldness” theory of 
picture perception, according to which the aesthetic perception of a picture involves a 
simultaneous attention to its surface qualities as well as its depictive content. Integrating aspect-
perception into an account of our experience of camera movement, I argue, is part of what it 
means to engage in a phenomenology of cinema as an aesthetic experience instead of merely as 
an analogy to natural perception. 

To be sure, pointing out the limitations of the anthropomorphic model of camera 
movement is not a new gesture. Anthropomorphic analogies for the moving camera have long 
faced their most immediate challenges from what David Bordwell has called “forbidden 
movements” that “block an anthropomorphic reading,”8 or what Patrick Keating has called 
“omniscient” camera movements, which soar into the air or otherwise defy human limitations.9 
Moreover, as digital cinema’s virtual cameras can easily move through walls and go places no 
human body could physically occupy, the disembodiment of the moving camera seems more 
prevalent now than ever.10 My aim, however, is to offer a different kind of critique. Instead of 
arguing that certain kinds of camera movement warrant their own theoretical camps—that of the 
“forbidden,” the “omniscient,” or the “virtual”—I will argue that the persistent marginalization 
of these examples reveals a deeper problem in the way we think about the moving camera. The 
moving camera, I will argue, in all its iterations—from the forbidden movements of experimental 
cinema to the normative movements of mainstream fiction film—instills a deep 
phenomenological uncertainty at its very core because it taps into a broader uncertainty about the 
moving image, and part of the problem of camera movement has been film theory’s tendency to 
																																																													
7 There are various arguments involved in claims that cinema is an “illusion.” For a systematic breakdown 
of these arguments, see Gregory Currie, Image and Mind, 19-47. In my use of the term “illusion” as it 
pertains to the experience of camera movement, I follow Scott Richmond’s account of what he calls 
cinema’s “illusion of bodily movement,” which involves a palpable kinesthesia without epistemological 
deception. Richmond, 12. To experience an illusion of moving through space, Richmond explains, is not 
to be fooled into thinking that you are actually moving through the world on screen, but it is nevertheless 
to experience a palpable, visceral sensation of movement that is felt as an illusion. Richmond, 12.  
8 Bordwell, “Camera Movement,” 24. 
9 Keating, “Homeless Ghost.” 
10 For a theoretical account of digital cinema that places a significant emphasis on the aesthetic 
possibilities of virtual cameras, see William Brown, Supercinema: Film-Philosophy for the Digital Age 
(New York: Berghahn Books, 2013). 
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conceal those uncertainties. The need to rethink the moving camera stems not from the ubiquity 
of virtual cameras and computer-generated worlds but from the fundamental phenomenological 
ambiguity of all camera movements as forms of movement unique to the moving image.  

 
The Moving Camera and the Invisibility of the Frame  
 
I want to begin by considering a significant but unexamined implication of the 
phenomenological sympathy between ordinary perception and the perception of the moving 
camera:  the spectator’s attenuated awareness of the film frame. Because phenomenological film 
theory rests on a sympathy between our frameless perception and the perception of the camera, 
the screen and its frame must be relegated to the periphery of the spectator’s attention. For 
example, as Sobchack conceives of the moving camera as a seeing subjectivity that intends the 
world as we do, such a subjectivity disregards the rectangular boundary of its vision. She writes:   

 
[As] the film’s vision moves toward its intentional objects, others gently peel away out of 
frame—and much less abruptly than we think […] [Things] become gradually invisible before 
they vanish from the frame and the visual field [...] This is not to deny the geometric 
rectangularity of the frame nor its function for us as objective spectators, but it is to assert that the 
frame’s function in the subjective visual activity of the film is not to halt vision abruptly [...] The 
frame is invisible to the seeing that is the film. It is a limit, but like that of our own vision it is 
inexhaustibly mobile and free to displace itself [...] For the film as for us, then, openness upon the 
world that is the act of viewing “implies that the world be and remain a horizon” that extends 
beyond any immediate view seen by an existential presence that “is of it and is in it.”11  
  

In Sobchack’s account, while we are consciously aware of the rectangular frame delimiting the 
field of vision, the experience of camera movement attunes us to the film’s perception as an 
intentional, unframed seeing analogous to our own, which thereby attenuates our attention to the 
frame. Similarly, Richmond writes that just as “one of the most significant aspects of motion 
perspective is progressive occlusion at the edges of the visual field,” during the embodied 
illusion of moving through space “we have progressive occlusion at the edges of the screen.”12   

Particularly useful in explaining this occlusion of the frame is Sobchack’s invocation of 
the phenomenological “horizon.” Like the perceived line dividing land and sky, a horizon marks 
the endpoint of our perception but beckons us to go toward and beyond it. More generally, a 
horizon constitutes the intuited existence of what we do not directly perceive, of what lies just 
around the corner of our perceptual field. Thus, the concept of the horizon encourages an 
analogy between the incompleteness that marks both human perception and the perception of the 
camera. In the words of Victor Perkins, “There is always an out-of-sight just as there is always 
an off-screen.”13 Such a notion of incompleteness tacitly undergirds what Noel Burch calls 
offscreen space, a sense that the space that lies outside of the camera’s view is nevertheless 
present to the spectatorial imagination.14 The very ability for the camera to move, and 
																																																													
11 Sobchack, Address of the Eye, 131. 
12 Richmond, 87. 
13 Victor Perkins, “Where is the World?: The Horizon of Events in Movie Fiction,” in John Gibbs and 
Douglas Pye, eds., Style and Meaning: Studies in the Detailed Analysis of Film (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2005), 22.  
14 Noel Burch, Theory of Film Practice (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 17.  
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consequently for the framed viewpoint to shift, invites comparison to the embodied and 
enworlded incompleteness of human vision. In Sobchack’s words, then, the frame is “a limit, but 
like that of our own vision it is inexhaustibly mobile and free to displace itself.”15 Throughout 
the work of Sobchack, Richmond, and Barker, this general identification with the mobile frame 
as an equally situated, limited perceiving consciousness implies a phenomenological disregard 
for the limits of the frame and the surface of the screen. In Barker, for example, if we indeed feel 
the movement of a whip pan “in our muscles,” because “we have whipped our heads from side to 
side,” we would experience the momentarily blurred screen space produced by the camera’s 
velocity not as a moving image of painterly abstraction but as a kinesthetically familiar 
perceptual cue for our movement through a world.16 In our experience of the moving camera, the 
limits of the frame are experienced as an infinitely displaceable horizon of possibility.   
 The horizon also provides a useful theoretical model for explaining how certain forms of 
camera mobility—namely tracking shots that move into depth along the z-axis—induce an 
illusion of movement that reduces our attention to the edges of the screen. In perceiving camera 
movements that penetrate into depth, such as the phantom ride, we experience a horizon of 
anticipation and enticement of distant, unfolding space. For example, Tom Gunning’s description 
of the phantom ride (Fig. 1) as an experience of “chasing the horizon into the depth of an ever-
unfolding image” deeply resonates with Merleau-Ponty’s reflection on the phenomenological 
horizon: “I can feel swarming beneath my gaze the countless mass of more detailed perceptions 
that I anticipate, and upon which I already have a hold.”17 The phantom ride, then, distills 
Merleau-Ponty’s sense of anticipated perception into a compelling image of a world’s 
continuous unfolding. Caught up in the animation of the unfolding world in its continuous 
incompleteness and openness, our attention moves centripetally as we project ourselves through 
space along with the unseen camera, effectively rendering the edges of the frame 
phenomenologically invisible. The static elements displaced by the moving camera—the train 
tracks at our feet, the human figures standing by, the looming mountains and buildings—seem to 
flow seamlessly in and out of the visual field despite the geometrical rigidity of the frame, which 
fades into the periphery of our attention.  
 While this account of our experience of the moving camera is extraordinarily sensitive to 
the phenomenological structures of cinematic illusion, it suffers from two major conceptual 
limitations. First, such an account does not describe a perceptual condition of camera movement 
as such but rather an effect of particular ways of moving the camera—namely, forward 
movements-into-depth. This kind of movement, not surprisingly, is one that effectively 
encourages the illusion of bodily movement and the phenomenological invisibility of the frame. 
And particular ways of moving the camera in particular kinds of spaces—such as lateral tracking 
shots in shallow space—have been advocated precisely because they suppress these effects.18 

																																																													
15 Sobchack, Address of the Eye, 131. 
16 Barker, 75. 
17 Tom Gunning, “Landscape and the Fantasy of Moving Pictures: Early Cinema’s Phantom Rides,” in 
Graeme Harper and Jonathan R. Rayner, eds., Cinema and Landscape (Wilmington: Intellect Books, 
2010), 57; Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (New York: 
Routledge, 1962), 395. 
18 See, for example, Brian Henderson, “Toward a Non-Bourgeois Camera Style: Part-Whole Relations in 
Godard’s Late Films,” in A Critique of Film Theory (New York: Dutton, 1980), 80.  
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Fig. 1 Railway Trip over the Tay Bridge (Peter Feathers, 1897), an example of 
one of early cinema’s “phantom rides.” 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Second, and more importantly, even in our experience of forward movements-into-depth, the 
illusion of moving through the world on screen—and the corollary loss of the frame—is 
necessarily a partial illusion.19 There remains a gap left over between the illusion of movement 
and actual movement, between our own frameless seeing and cinema’s rigidly framed field of 
vision. In other words, despite the extent to which camera movement provides an illusory sense 
of inhabiting the world on screen, what remains unaccounted for is the fundamental experience 
of seeing the moving image as a moving image, that is, as a rectangular surface through which 
we experience the illusion of moving through a world.20  

																																																													
19 I mean to invoke Arnheim’s concept of “partial illusion.” “By the absence of colors, of three-
dimensional depth, by being sharply limited by the margins on the screen, and so forth, film is most 
satisfactorily denuded of its realism. It is always at one and the same time a flat picture post card and the 
scene of a living action.” Rudolph Arnheim, Film as Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 
26, emphasis added. 
20 It is important to note here that Richmond’s account of the illusion of bodily movement addresses this 
issue at great length. Richmond emphasizes the ways in which the cinematic illusion of embodied 
movement is different from ordinary embodied movement even though it activates a sensation of moving 
through an environment. For example, Richmond notes that while the appearance of our environment 
generally shifts with respect to our bodily movement within that environment, what we see on screen does 
not vary with respect to our bodily movement in the movie theater. For Richmond, such a distinction is 
essential to the very structure of pleasure involved in the cinematic illusion of bodily movement, for he 
claims that the illusory feeling of flying through onscreen space is also “palpably illusory.” Richmond, 
58. Sobchack also acknowledges that human subjective experience is not identical to the film’s subjective 
experience by invoking Lady in the Lake’s failure to induce total immersive identification with the 
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In the rhetoric of phenomenological film theory, the illusion of moving through the world 
is posited as an unshakeable condition of cinematic perception. In Richmond’s words, when we 
watch a phantom ride, or in his example, the Stargate sequence from 2001: A Space Odyssey 
(1968), we are “caught up” in its illusion of bodily movement.21 Almost automatically attuned to 
the illusion of movement through the participation of our embodied perceptual capacities, we 
become one with the machine, as if locked in. What might happen, though, when we are shocked 
out of that illusion? In other words, if the moving camera so easily locks us in or holds us, what 
happens when it deliberately lets us go? If we are going to move beyond the terms of 
phenomenological film theory, more must be done to show its limits.  

 
Disembarking the Phantom Ride: Georgetown Loop and Disorient Express 
 
In considering the partiality of the moving camera’s illusion of moving through the world on 
screen, we need to ask different kinds of questions than those posed by phenomenological film 
theory. Instead of describing the phenomenological structures that undergird the illusion at the 
height of its power—that is, when the screen and spectator seamlessly merge together—we need 
to consider the conditions of the moving camera that threaten to slip out of the illusion and thus 
pose a threat to our immersion.  

One such condition is a fundamental fact about the kind of perceptual phenomenon that a 
camera movement produces: to adopt the moving point of view produced by a camera movement 
is, at its bottom, to see the movement of space as the movement of an off-screen point-of-view. 
When the camera moves, Edward Branigan reminds us, “the objects are in motion, though not in 
movement, because it is the viewpoint on the objects that is changing.”22 In what we might call 
the camera movement paradox, there exists an apparent disconnect between screen movement 
and depicted movement. When the moving picture depicts the camera (or the cameraman? a 
frame? a viewpoint? me? we?) rushing toward and dissolving through the broken skylight at 
Susan Alexander’s El Rancho nightclub, the subject of depiction is not viewable onscreen. The 
broken skylight, we want to say, does not approach the camera; we (i.e. the camera) approach the 
skylight.23 While we clearly see the skylight move on screen, the skylight cannot be said to move 
in terms of what the film depicts. A photograph of that skylight, or even a static shot of that 
skylight, is a photograph or shot of that skylight; but when the camera moves with respect to the 
skylight, what exactly is the moving image an image of?24  
																																																																																																																																																																																																				
subjective camera. But while both cases acknowledge these distinctions, and hence place limits upon their 
anthropomorphism, their accounts of camera movement are still fundamentally based on seeing camera 
movements (or their non-representational analogs) as moving through a world.  
21 Richmond, 55. 
22 Edward Branigan, Projecting a Camera: Language-Games in Film Theory (New York: Routledge, 
2013), 153. 
23 Rudolph Arnheim notably did not share this intuition. He argued that when a camera moves through 
space, the spectator is led to believe that the static objects displaced by the moving camera are in motion, 
not the camera itself. Arnheim, 30-31. While this seems to be a strange phenomenological description, 
and is perhaps willfully in tune with his formalist theoretical tendencies, Arnheim’s description 
nonetheless evokes a desire to acknowledge the camera movement paradox.  
24 For a similar discussion of the logical conundrum inherent to the depiction of camera movement, see 
Danto, 110. 
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A number of theorists have begun their inquiries into camera movement by addressing 
this paradox in one way or another. Branigan, for example, expands the camera movement 
paradox into his larger metatheoretical thesis about the language of film theory and criticism: any 
critical invocations of the “camera,” such as in descriptions of “camera movement,” are not 
statements of fact but linguistic aids to description.25  Bordwell takes more prescriptive 
measures, calling for the eradication of the profilmic definition of camera movement—i.e. “the 
camera as a mechanism coasting through a three-dimensional studio”—and instead opts for the 
term “camera movement effect,” which refers not to an actual camera but to the kinetic depth 
cues produced onscreen.26 Sobchack echoes Bordwell’s desire to eliminate a profilmic definition 
of camera movement, arguing against the “the theoretical transformation of camera movement 
into…discrete and determinate movements in geometric space.”27 Most recently, Ryan Pierson, 
writing about the perceptual possibilities of animation for evoking and transforming an 
experience of camera movement, has considered (though ultimately dismisses) defining the 
camera in motion “not as a physical entity but as anything which takes a view of a world.”28 In 
each case, the question of what a camera movement depicts is jettisoned in favor of what it feels 
like to watch it. 

Such arguments, which seek to create a distinction between the physical camera and what 
we see on screen, help us see an often overlooked perceptual condition of camera movement. 
Because the onscreen movement produced by camera movement is not that of an object—i.e. the 
camera—but of space itself, the relationship between what a camera movement shows and what 
it depicts is left in an unusually precarious position. Automatically attuned to a set of perceptual 
depth cues, we see the onscreen movement of space as a movement of the offscreen camera 
instead of as the movement of space across the surface of the screen—or, in Bordwell’s words, 
as “a series of expanding, contracting, and labile configurations.”29 These abstract configurations 
that constitute the illusion of the unseen camera’s moving perspective are there but not seen. 
They are phenomenologically invisible. According to Bordwell, it is “virtually impossible” to see 
such configurations under “normal circumstances.”30 But what might be the circumstances for 
seeing them? If camera movements harbor another way of being seen, a perceptual aspect that 
remains hidden under “normal” conditions, how might we access it, and what might be the stakes 
of doing so? 

To probe this issue, I want to look at the experimental short film Georgetown Loop by 
Ken Jacobs (Fig. 2). The film begins by showing us footage from a 1903 phantom ride film that 
																																																													
25 Branigan’s project in Projecting a Camera is to analyze the arguments of film theory by examining the 
language-games used by film theorists. Much of this Wittgensteinian meta-discursive approach hinges on 
the fact that the physical camera on set is not identical to the “camera” through which we see perceptually 
or fictionally, nor is it always the referent in the various language-games film theorists use to make sense 
of cinema.  
26 Bordwell, “Camera Movement,” 23. In this sense, cel animation and CGI each have the capacity for the 
“camera movement effect” without using a moving camera. 
27 Sobchack, “Toward Inhabited Space,” 320. 
28 Ryan Pierson, “Whole-Screen Metamorphosis and the Imagined Camera (Notes on Perspectival 
Movement in Animation),” Animation 10.1 (2015): 8. 
29 Bordwell, “Camera Movement,” 23. 
30 Ibid. 
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Fig. 2 Georgetown Loop (Ken Jacobs, 1996). 

takes its viewers through the eponymous railway loop in the city of Georgetown, Colorado. 
Offering the expected spectatorial pleasures of the phantom ride, the film delights us with views 
of the snowy, mountainous landscape, the occasional silver mine, and a fellow train riding in 
front of us filled with enthusiastic passengers. Likewise, the phenomenological pleasures of the 
phantom ride’s movement into depth are firmly in place. We feel the forward propulsion of the 
train’s moving perspective in our bodies, and our attention is drawn toward the center of the 
image as we anticipate and delight in the unfolding of space.  

Curiously, though, this otherwise familiar phantom ride takes up only the right half of the 
wide-screen projection, producing a sense of great suspense for what might fill its place. When, 
at roughly two-and-a-half minutes in, the phantom ride footage reaches its end, the wait is over. 
The film restarts the footage, but this time projects its mirror image alongside it in the blank 
space, effectively creating a split-screen display. What results is a mesmerizing kaleidoscopic 
effect: our attention is immediately drawn to the central axis between the images, from which 
two-dimensional abstract swirls of space contract and expand in various degrees of speed and 
intensity. Although each moving image retains its picture of perspectival movement, the Gestalt 
switch triggered by their juxtaposition is overwhelming enough that we are compelled to watch 
the film as a kind of moving Rorschach test. The shock of Jacobs’s film is that he manipulates us 
into watching a phantom ride as a picture of pure motion31 rather than as representation of 
perspective 

 

 
 

																																																													
31 I mean to use the term “pure motion” in a similar way that Gestalt psychologist Max Wertheimer used 
the term “pure movement” to describe the apparent perception of movement without a moving object that 
is seen to change its position in space. The “pure motion” in Jacobs’s film, then, evokes the sense that the 
swirls of space are seen as abstractions rather than perceptual cues indicating a moving viewpoint. See 
Robert M. Steinman, Zygmunt Pizlo, and Filip J. Pizlo. “Phi is not beta, and why Wertheimer’s discovery 
launched the Gestalt revolution,” Vision Research 40.17 (2000): 2257-2264. 
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perspectival movement. Instead of seeing a framed mobile perspective that reveals and conceals 
the world with its movement through space, we are compelled to see formless matter 
spontaneously emerge from the central axis and glide laterally across the screen’s surface.  

While it seems that Jacobs is playing a trick on us, manipulating our perceptual faculties 
into seeing moving abstractions where none exist, I think he is more so showing us, or rather 
teaching us, what is perceptually strange about camera movements: by compelling us to see as 
two-dimensional the streams of motion that camera movements conditionally produce, he 
disrupts our habit of participating in what we ordinarily perceive as the camera’s movement.32 
Importantly, what the images compel us to see is not an empirically new image but a structural 
form created from the combined Gestalt of their juxtaposition. To borrow Bordwell’s words, 
Jacobs doesn’t modify the image itself but merely alters the “normal circumstances” under which 
camera movements are perceived. Yet in doing so he creates a perceptual context under which 
the visual effects of the moving camera can be seen in shockingly new ways.  
 This startling perceptual shift has much in common with a kind of spatial disorientation 
unique to animated films that Pierson terms “whole-screen metamorphosis.” In challenging the 
perceptual conventions of perspectival movement typical of live-action and CG animation, 
whole-screen metamorphoses undercut our sense of having a stable world, a consistent field of 
possible action that we are situated within. As an example, Pierson examines the climax of 
Norman McLaren’s Blinkity Blank (1955), in which the flittering, two-dimensional movements 
of flat figures on the screen’s surface shockingly break into the z-axis, as if suddenly flying 
forward into the depth of the screen. In Pierson’s analysis, such a moment should not be 
understood as a metaphorical camera movement, as if an imagined static camera had 
spontaneously begun to move; rather, it is as if “deep space did not so much as exist before the 
movement into it.”33 It is as if we have entered a new world with previously unimaginable 
possibilities.   
 Pierson’s phenomenological analysis of the Gestalt shift offers a useful vocabulary for 
describing the analogous aesthetic shift in Georgetown Loop. Understood as the inverse of 
McLaren’s Gestalt-shifting movement-into-depth, Jacobs’ kaleidoscopic flattening radically 
changes the perceptual possibilities of the world we are initially given. It is not as if the mobile 
perspective from the moving train has dramatically changed, as if the camera has suddenly 
occupied a new point of view that shocks us with its difference. Rather, the ground itself has 
changed. In Pierson’s words, there is the sense that “something has changed without our having a 
means of orienting ourselves in relation to the change.”34 One important difference with Jacobs, 
though, is that both grounds, both worlds, co-exist as transparently co-constitutive aspects. Both 
fully present to be seen, the movement-into-depth and flat lateral swirls are two different aspects 
of the same moving image, beckoning us to choose between them.  

This idea of seeing aspects of images gets its fullest, and most well-known, articulation in 
the second part of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations. There, he discusses the 
philosophical implications of a fundamental characteristic of human perception, that we can see 
																																																													
32 Jacobs’s process of making camera movements “strange” resonates in many ways with Viktor 
Shklovsky’s concept of “defamiliarization” in “Art as Device.” Viktor Shklovsky, “Art as Device,” in Lee 
T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis, trans. and eds., Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1965), 3-24. 
33 Pierson, 14. 
34 Ibid. 
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one thing—a picture, an object, a state of affairs—in multiple ways or “aspects.”35 We can see a 
“W” as an upside-down “M”; we can see a crude schematic drawing of a cube as a two-
dimensional array of three conjoined quadrilaterals; and in Wittgenstein’s most famous example, 
we can, and in fact must, see the duck-rabbit illustration as a duck or a rabbit (Fig. 3), but never 
both at the same time. While each of these perceptual shifts involves a slightly different 
psychological structure, they all share the feeling that we see the image differently while also 
seeing that it has not changed. This paradoxical structure lies at the heart of the perceptual effects 
at work in Jacobs’s Georgetown Loop. In creating the conditions to perceive both the movement-
into-depth and the flat lateral swirls within the pair of mirrored phantom rides, Jacobs plays with 
our capacity to see—and choose to see—multiple aspects within a single moving image.  

This willed form of aspect-perception matters for Jacobs’s film because it serves a 
pedagogical function. Instead of radically changing the world we are given, Jacobs shows us how 
to detach ourselves from that world if we so choose. Unlike McLaren’s animated film, which 
demonstrates animation’s capacity for spatial metamorphosis—that is, for fundamentally altering 
the spatial logic of an aesthetic world—Jacobs’s film creates a similar shift while leaving the 
previous world perceptually accessible, thereby creating the conditions for seeing the hidden 
visual forms already at play in camera movements. 

We can see this process more clearly in his companion film, Disorient Express (Fig. 4). 
Unlike Georgetown Loop, this film begins with the kaleidoscopic juxtaposition of mirror images 
(this time projected upside down), and then shows us the original footage on its own. In effect, 
we are offered a kind of perceptual training: when we return to the original footage, we cannot 
quite look at it the same way. Though the “circumstances” have returned to normal, our retention 
of the perceptual Gestalt-shift has placed us at a distance from our hard-wired receptivity to 
depth cues and embodied kinesthesia. Instead of simply being locked into the illusion, we start to 
peruse the surface of the frame for the abstract dynamism and formless variability that was 
activated by the mirror image. Specifically, we have learned how the sharpness of the train’s 
turns and the proximity and location of passing objects affect the intensity of two-dimensional 
waves of motion. We now see that the most intense velocities of motion occur at the edge of the 
frame: the space that emerges from the vanishing point must abruptly exit the frame with an 
overwhelming force. No longer an infinitely displaceable horizon of perception, the frame 
becomes both empirically and phenomenologically visible; instead of mimicking the soft 
boundaries of our own perceptual field, the edges of the frame now seemingly produce the space 
that bursts forth. The stakes of Jacobs’s phantom ride films, I would argue, lie precisely in these 
moments when the kaleidoscopic effects have subsided, when we have returned to the phantom 
ride’s illusion of bodily movement but simultaneously see it as a flat abstraction. 

The nature of this simultaneity can best be understood in terms of Richard Wollheim’s 
account of the “twofoldness” of picture perception, a concept that explicitly follows in the 
footsteps of Wittgenstein’s aspect-perception but which has a much more particular aim.36 
Oriented explicitly against Ernst Gombrich, who claims that seeing a picture involves wavering 

																																																													
35 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe and P.M.S. Hacker (John 
Wiley & Sons, 2010), 152. 
36 Gregory Currie briefly invokes Wollheim’s notion of seeing-in with respect to film in his Image and 
Mind, but only does so to flesh out accounts of the phenomenology of depiction in general. Gregory 
Currie, Image and Mind: Film, Philosophy and Cognitive Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995), 90. For more on Wollheim’s concepts of seeing-in and twofoldness as they relate to 
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Fig. 3 Joseph Jastrow’s duck-rabbit illustration reproduced 
in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations. 

Fig. 4 Disorient Express (Ken Jacobs, 1996). 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

																																																																																																																																																																																																				
Wittgenstein, see Gary Kemp and Gabriele M. Mras, eds. Wollheim, Wittgenstein, and Pictorial 
Representation (New York: Routledge, 2016). 
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between seeing what it depicts and seeing the marks—colors, lines, splotches—that constitute it, 
Wollheim argues that both the configurational and recognitional aspects of a painting are 
simultaneously present in our appreciation of pictures as art objects. Instead of seeing the 
physical surface of the painting as its depictive content—as in Wittgenstein’s case of “seeing-
as,” in which we cannot see the duck and rabbit simultaneously in the duck-rabbit illustration—
Wollheim argues that we see the depictive content in the surface array (i.e. a matter of seeing-in 
rather than seeing-as). The artist, Wollheim writes, “cannot be thought content to leave the two 
visual experiences in such a way as one floats above the other.”37 That is, these two aspects are 
constitutive of a single complex experience rather than independent experiences that simply 
occur at the same time. 

Wollheim’s theory of perceiving paintings is compelling precisely because painting is a 
medium for which the look of the surface—the way in which paint is applied, the curve of a line, 
the thickness of paint, the patterns of color—explicitly matters to a properly aesthetic experience 
of it rather than as a mere picture of visual information. As Michael Podro explains in a slight 
modification of Wollheim’s twofoldness, there exists a “symmetry” between the representational 
content of a painting and the look of its surface.38 In Podro’s account, when we see the face of a 
woman while looking at the Mona Lisa, we see the woman—the painting’s representational 
content—at the same time as we see the look of the painting’s surface. Looking at Raphael’s 
Madonna with the Fish, we cannot separate the experience of “recognising bodily movement of 
the figure of the virgin” from registering “the sweep of Raphael’s line.”39 James Elkins echoes 
Podro’s account: “To speak only […] of the figure, or the represented thing […] is to capitulate 
to a concept of pictures that imagines there is a gap between marks and signs.”40 To look at a 
painting as a painting—that is, as an object for aesthetic experience rather than as a mere picture 
of information—is to consider the surface of the painting, the particular textures and forms that 
constitute representational content.   

This model can be used to think about the experience of the screen’s surface in camera 
movement. To be sure, the surfaces of cinematic images are not worked upon in the same way as 
those of paintings. Freighted by theories of the automatic nature of photographic registration, 
cinematic images have long been condemned to a representational determinism in certain 
traditions of film theory, in which formal creativity is restricted to the activity of manipulating 
referential content rather than freely generating it. Realist and phenomenological theories of 
cinematic perception thus tend to marginalize any attention to the surface of the screen.41 In the 
																																																													
37 Richard Wollheim, Art and Its Objects (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 149.  
38 Michael Podro, “Depiction and the Golden Calf,” in Philip Alperson, ed., Philosophy and the Visual 
Arts (Netherlands: Springer, 1987), 9. 
39 Podro, 18. 
40 James Elkins, “Marks, Traces, Traits, Contours, Orli, and Splendores: Nonsemiotic Elements in 
Pictures,” Critical Inquiry 21.4 (1995): 834. 
41 On the other side of the theoretical divide, Rudolph Arnheim’s formalist film theory celebrates the 
flatness and rectangularity of the screen as one of the major conditions of film’s artistic potential, but his 
account of spectatorial experience thereof is inconsistent. At times, Arnheim describes a simultaneous 
experience of surface and depth similar to Wollheim’s twofoldness. For example, he writes: “we can 
perceive objects and events as living and at the same time imaginary, as real objects and as simple 
patterns of light on the projection screen.” Arnheim, 29. But at other times he suggests we experience the 
two registers in a two-step process: “In Ruttmann’s film Berlin there is a scene of two subway trains 
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most extreme cases, cinema’s automatic realism is invoked as a counterexample to Wollheim’s 
twofoldness thesis. According to Robert Stecker, for example, “People often don’t notice 
anything other than pictorial content while caught up in a movie.”42 In phenomenological and 
cognitive theories of cinematic perception, we find a similar privileging of cinema’s illusory 
realism as the starting point for more nuanced accounts of spectatorial investment in cinematic 
worlds onscreen. A version of this can be found in Joseph Anderson’s “ecological” theory of 
cinematic perception, which concedes that the spectator’s attention alternates between the 
“incompatible perceptions” of “scene and surface.”43 Because the three-dimensional array 
contains more vital information, Anderson claims, we privilege the space of illusory depth. In 
this regard, our momentary awareness of the screen’s flatness can seem “obtrusive,” as when we 
crane our necks as if to see around an obstruction in illusory space only to be confronted with the 
stolidity of screen space.44 In such accounts, the surface of the screen is either ignored as an 
aspect of spectatorial attention or regarded as an obstacle to the richness of the immersive 
cinematic experience.  

Camera movement, in such a view, only counts as a technique to circumvent such an 
obstacle, in that it enacts the spectator’s desire to willfully move through screen space. But if we 
consider the lesson of Georgetown Loop and Disorient Express, camera movements—when 
viewed within a certain perceptual orientation—can be seen to take on the superficial materiality 
of animate brushstrokes. Camera movements, in other words, need not only bring us with them 
through an illusory world, but can be seen as the gestural agents of two-dimensional screen 
phenomena, the very material stuff that constitutes the look of the screen’s surface. Such a 
phenomenological approach opens up new ways to describe perceptual experiences produced by 
camera movements across narrative and non-narrative cinema. For example, lateral camera 
movements operate very differently than forward movements-into-depth, often suppressing the 
illusion of embodied movement and exploiting the aesthetic potential of the flatness of the 
screen. Experimental films like Stan Brakhage’s The Wonder Ring (1955) and narrative films 
like Leos Carax’s Mauvais Sang (1986) explore lateral camera movements’s capacity to produce 
rhythmic abstractions that glide along the screen’s surface, yielding perceptual effects that 
contribute significantly to the aesthetic ambitions of their respective compositions.45 The 
																																																																																																																																																																																																				
passing each other in opposite directions […] Anyone watching this scene realizes, first of all, that one 
train is coming toward him and the other going away from him (three-dimensional image). He will then 
also see that one is moving from the lower margin of the screen toward the upper and the other from the 
upper toward the lower (plane image).” Arnheim, 12. 
42 Robert Stecker, Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art: An Introduction (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2010), 187. 
43 Joseph D. Anderson, The Reality of Illusion: An Ecological Approach to Cognitive Film Theory 
(Carbondale: SIU Press, 1998), 47-48.  
44 Anderson, 48. 
45 In The Wonder Ring, composed of shots from New York’s Third Avenue “El” train, we explore the 
abstractions produced by the train passenger’s lateral view, yielding a sense of poetic reverie lurking in 
the everyday. In a sequence from Mauvais Sang, in which Denis Lavant jubilantly runs across the frame 
to the tune of David Bowie’s “Modern Love,” a laterally moving camera creates vibratory pulses of 
vertical lines that quickly pass along the surface of the screen. These flashing alternations of white and 
gray create rhythmic movements that resonate with the pulsing soundtrack, thus producing sensations of 
intensity and speed that resonate with the emotional tenor of the sequence.  
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experiences produced in such cases necessarily involve a simultaneous perceptual inference of a 
profilmic referent—the movement of a viewpoint in space—and the seemingly autonomous 
surface effects we see on the screen. To ignore one aspect for the sake of the other would fail to 
account for the complete aesthetic experience that a camera movement can produce.  

Georgetown Loop and Disorient Express not only offer us a formal vocabulary to talk 
about such camera movements, but they show us that all camera movements harbor this twofold 
aspect-perception to varying degrees—we just have to be taught how to see it. For even when the 
illusion of perspectival movement is at its most palpable, Jacobs teaches us how to see beyond 
the limits of habitual perception, to look with our eyes instead of our bodies, to view the screen 
as something more than a field of possible action. In demonstrating how little alteration is 
necessary to dislodge us from the compulsory illusion of bodily movement, Jacobs’ films 
foreground the hidden aspects of camera movement. Our tendency to identify 
anthropomorphically with the moving camera is not a phenomenological condition of camera 
movement but a specific effect, a technological and aesthetic achievement that encourages us to 
see only one perceptual aspect of the moving image.  

 
Twofoldness in Practice: La région centrale  
 
Jacobs’s phantom ride films give us perceptual access to the fundamental twofoldness that all 
camera movements produce, but the logic of twofoldness can also offer us a phenomenological 
vocabulary for discussing particular kinds of movement that more explicitly problematize 
anthropomorphic accounts of the moving camera. In Bordwell’s essay on camera movement, 
which undergirds many of the perceptual conditions taken up by phenomenological film 
theorists, he concedes that the kinetic depth effects produced by the moving camera are 
undermined by what he calls “forbidden movements” that “block an anthropomorphic reading,” 
such as the rapid panning in Michael Snow’s Back and Forth (1969) and the intricate array of 
spinning, twirling, and rotating camera movements in his La région centrale.46 Such movements, 
Bordwell argues, “present kinesthetic cues which violate some normal conceptions of how our 
body might move” and evince a “tension between reading the shot as the movement of a body 
swiveling quickly or that of a series of abstract patterns whizzing across the screen.”47 Bordwell 
ends his essay suggesting that such forbidden modes of camera movement produce a different 
“mode of seeing.”48 I want to resist this move. In positing this perceptual otherness, we risk 
losing the hard-earned lesson of Georgetown Loop and Disorient Express: because all camera 
movements harbor a kind of twofoldness, the forbidden movements of La région centrale and 
Back and Forth can be better understood as playing with the fundamental conditions of the 
moving camera rather than radically breaking them. Instead of erecting a dualism between 
																																																													
46 Bordwell, “Camera Movement,” 24. 
47 Bordwell, “Camera movement,” 24-25. Bordwell develops this observation about non-anthropomorphic 
cinematic techniques in Narration in the Fiction Film, where he accuses Vsevolod Pudovkin’s “invisible 
observer” thesis of falsely analogizing film spectatorship with natural perception. There, Bordwell argues 
that Pudovkin’s thesis about the camera—that it should be understood as an invisible observer capable of 
occupying any point in space—problematically constrains cinematic techniques like camera movement to 
an anthropomorphic ideal. David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film (New York: Routledge, 2013), 
10.  
48 Bordwell, “Camera Movement,” 25. 
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anthropomorphic and non-anthropomorphic movement, such camera movements are better 
placed on a spectrum of twofoldness, a fluid continuum between embodied identification and 
painterly abstraction.  

While Snow’s Standard Time (1967), Back and Forth, and La région centrale all explore 
the twofoldness of camera movement in this way, perhaps the most virtuosic demonstration of 
this comes from La région centrale, in which the twists, rolls, and revolutions of the camera are 
generated by a machine that explodes the twofoldness of the moving camera to its most 
inconceivable extremes. As Snow puts it, in La région centrale “the camera moves around an 
invisible point completely in 360 degrees not only horizontally, but in every plane of a sphere. 
Not only does it move in predirected orbits and spirals, but it itself, also turns, rolls, and spins 
[…] The film is a cosmic strip.”49 Engineered so that the camera always points outwards toward 
the landscape, Snow’s elaborate camera apparatus guarantees that the camera never faces the 
direction it moves, thereby violating an essential criterion of anthropomorphic movement.50 That 
is, instead of moving forward through space to emulate familiar forms of human locomotion (as 
we might while walking, driving, or even flying), Snow’s camera scans space, still very much 
bound to its apparatus. It pans, tilts, rotates, and spirals, exploring a seemingly infinite flexibility 
afforded by its apparatus, but it does not penetrate into the space it beholds. Compounded by 
breakneck speeds during the film’s operatic finale, these scanning camera movements gradually 
produce painterly swirls of color on the surface of the screen, showing us the gradual 
transference of movement from the camera to screen space itself (Fig. 5).51 In William Wees’s 
words, the film encourages us to “look at the image as well as into it.”52  

But more than simply showing how the velocity of camera movements determines the 
threshold between representation and abstraction, La région centrale creates visual patterns—
and corresponding patterns of aspect-perception—that emerge from the infinitely various but 
precise trajectories of the moving camera. Even before the film reaches the speeds necessary for 
producing flattened blurs of color, particular non-anthropomorphic camera movements more 
subtly displace the agency of movement from the camera to the visual forms projected onscreen. 
For example, when the film’s second section introduces the camera’s capacity to rotate on its 
own axis, the screen’s pictorial space takes on an autonomy absent in the slow lateral pans of the 
first section; in addition to registering the movement as the camera’s rotation, we see the horizon 

																																																													
49 Michael Snow and Louise Dompierre, The Collected Writings of Michael Snow (Waterloo: Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press, 2010), 58.  
50 P. Adams Sitney makes a similar observation about the absence of anthropomorphic camera movement 
in La region centrale, proclaiming that the film’s camera movement comes from a “disembodied 
perspective.” P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: The American Avant-Garde 1943-1978 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1979), 359. 
51 A number of critics and theorists have acknowledged this basic element of the film, including Sitney 
(359), Wees (156), and Maureen Turim (129). It is thus significant to note that Sobchack ends her essay 
on camera movement by insisting on the opposite: “even in [La region centrale’s] most mechanical 
presence and its supposed farthest remove from human intentionality, the camera still moves intentionally 
and means to mean its movement.” Sobchack, “Toward Inhabited Space,” 331.  
52 William Charles Wees, Light Moving in Time: Studies in the Visual Aesthetics of Avant-Garde Film 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 156, emphasis added. While Wollheim’s twofoldness 
hasn’t been explicitly taken up in film studies, Wees language here suggests that it has been grasped 
intuitively, finding its way into critical discussions of films.  
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Fig. 5 Five frames (with soundtrack) of La région centrale (1971). 

 

 
 
 
 

 
line independently rotate within the confines of the frame, almost as if a flat, static image is 
rotating immediately behind the frame. Likewise, when the camera rotates 90 degrees and 
positions the horizon as a vertical line bisecting the frame, we can see the horizon as a coarse 
squiggle spontaneously emerging from the bottom of the frame as the camera moves downwards. 
In each case, the positional orientation and trajectory of the camera produces the perceptual 
condition for us to see the meeting between land and sky as an animated line drawing itself along 
the screen’s surface.  

The most extreme example of this autonomous screen movement occurs at the beginning 
of the second half of the film, when the moon spirals and rotates against a black background with 
the independent vitality of an animated figure. Completely divorced from the spatial context of 
the landscape, the moon barely registers as anything but a blurred white circle moving against 
blank space, a flat geometric figure seemingly drawn from the experimental animations of Hans 
Richter or Walter Ruttman. And yet, we never forego the knowledge that the camera’s 
movement produces such movements. Seen within the context of Snow’s overt display of 
technologically mediated vision, this seemingly non-photographic image beckons us to imagine 
the camera movements that produced it. As Maureen Turim observes, “[La région centrale] does 
not relinquish its hold on the recognizable, the landscape, the day/night cycle, even as it carries 
its work of subversion and abstraction of representation to an extreme.”53 Though the film 
oscillates between the recognitional and configurational aspects of the moving image, and 
thereby reveals the constructedness of the camera’s automatic capacity for representing 
perspectival space, a general twofoldness persists throughout. The camera’s movement is as 
much the subject of the film as is the landscape the camera records. As a result, our awareness of 
the camera’s movement remains a constant; it constitutes the phenomenological background to 
our immediate experience of the screen’s painterly abstractions. Just as we cannot subtract our 
																																																													
53 Maureen Cheryn Turim, Abstraction in Avant-Garde Films (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1985), 
129.  
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knowledge of the activity of painting from the look of the canvas’s surface, Snow’s film 
guarantees that we cannot subtract our awareness of the moving camera from the screen’s 
surface even when the normative perceptual cues for camera movement have been suppressed. 
Our immediate experience of the film is informed as much by our knowledge of or reflection 
upon the mechanisms of its construction—of which we are sporadically reminded by the 
machine’s shadow—as by our renewed aesthetic awareness of the screen’s two-dimensionality.  
In Wollheim’s terms, we’d say that despite the oscillation between movement and abstraction, 
the configurational and recognitional elements of the moving image are simultaneously present. 
We don’t simply shift between these two modes of experience, seeing one and then the other, but 
rather glide along a spectrum in which both aspects constitute a singular but multifaceted 
experience.   

If Jacobs’s phantom ride films give visual form to the phenomenological condition of 
twofoldness, Snow’s film exploits the aesthetic potential of this condition. In La région centrale, 
the camera’s movement does not produce a convincing illusion of a human’s embodied 
movement through space, but rather of the camera’s. Free from the encumbrances of the human 
body, the camera does not have to face the world or move forward through it. And unlike the 
human eye’s field of vision, the camera’s projected expression is uniquely framed. As Snow 
himself has indicated, our awareness of the frame is crucial to the experience of the film: “The 
single rectangle can contain a lot. In La region centrale, the frame is very important as the image 
is continuously flowing through it […] It can seem sad that in order to exist a form must have 
bounds, limits, set, and setting. The rectangle’s content can be precisely that.”54 In other words, 
Snow shows us the extent to which camera movement—despite its tendency to absorb us, to 
draw us into the world on screen, to feel ourselves moving with it—remains an aesthetic form, an 
achievement of a framed composition, a moving image.  
  
Conclusion 
 
Showing us why camera movements are exemplary cases of aspect-perception in cinema, 
Jacobs’s and Snow’s films offer a powerful alternative to the kind of logic that guides most 
theoretical intuitions about the moving camera. The hallmark of aspect-perception, according to 
Wittgenstein, is the paradoxical feeling that we see the image differently while also seeing that it 
has not changed. Our capacity to see aspects constitutes our capacity to expand our experience 
without altering what stands in front of us; it allows us to go beyond habitual ways of seeing 
without foregoing sense-making. Aspects, according to Wittgenstein, do not teach us something 
about the external world; they are not properties of an object or image. And yet, the experience 
of aspect-perception compels us to believe that what we see is there for anybody else to see. As 
with making judgments of beauty, seeing aspects is constituted by the expectation that others can 
see what we see, that what we see is available for others, is somehow there, even though the 
experience of seeing aspects unequivocally comes from here, within ourselves.55 

 In Stephen Mulhall’s words, aspects are seen rather than known. That is, the dawning of 
an aspect is not a result of interpretation or inference (i.e. something demonstrable by reason), 

																																																													
54 Snow and Dompierre, 60. 
55 For an in-depth comparison between seeing-aspects and Kantian aesthetic judgments, see Avner Baz, 
“What’s the Point of Seeing Aspects?,” Philosophical Investigations 23.2 (2000): 107.  
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but is immediate, felt, spontaneous, taken for granted.56 Seen in this light, Bordwell’s invocation 
of camera movement’s unseen abstract configurations is merely an analytical inference. Jacobs’s 
and Snow’s films, however, produce the conditions for transforming Bordwell’s inferential 
knowing of the screen’s surface into a genuine aspect, an experience of seeing differently. These 
films offer the kinds of experience that go beyond what can simply be known, inferred, or 
interpreted. They provide the aesthetic circumstances for seeing, rather than logically deducing, 
the twofoldness of camera movement, thereby refreshing our senses to the strangeness of moving 
images as a category of representation.  

Such a defamiliarization may persist beyond the individual film itself, and certainly it can 
be found in places beyond the realm of the experimental film tradition. Returning to the forward-
moving cameras atop the El Rancho nightclub or winding through the corridors of the Overlook 
hotel, our attention may wander to the edges of the frame and push at the overwhelming illusions 
of embodied movement they offer us. The experience of Jacobs’s and Snow’s films provoke this 
playful mode of looking at the effects all camera movements produce, especially the most 
normative techniques in mainstream filmmaking that are difficult to imagine being seen any 
other way. Jacobs’s and Snow’s films test the limits of a conventional perceptual form and thus 
provide us with the conceptual tools to change how we see moving images and the hidden 
aspects that linger on the surface of the image. 
 What seeing-aspects adds to a phenomenological account of camera movement is an 
acknowledgment of cinema as an aesthetic experience, particularly a pictorial aesthetic 
experience. Phenomenological film theory restricts camera movement to an experiential 
determinism that precludes the possibility of seeing onscreen movement as anything other than 
kinesthetic movement. In terms of its perceptual aspects, camera movement thus becomes a 
profoundly singular image form that the spectator cannot help but merge with. Though the 
moving camera indeed has the unique capacity to evoke a powerful illusion of embodied 
movement, such an experience remains a privileged aspect of the moving camera bolstered by 
similarly privileged techniques and practices (e.g. camera movements into depth).   

Delineating the sympathies between natural and cinematic perception only marks the 
beginning of a phenomenology of cinematic experience. For even at its most familiar, its most 
kinesthetic, its most geometrically precise, cinema remains an image, the experience of which is 
difficult to parse. Before we can say what a camera movement is, and by extension, what cinema 
is, we need to articulate the ways in which camera movements are images that, as Snow reminds 
us, “must have bounds, limits, set, and setting.” Integrating those bounds into an account of one’s 
experience is part of what it means to engage in a phenomenology of cinema as an aesthetic 
experience instead of as an analogy to natural perception. Camera movements are bounded 
forms—that is, moving images—and are necessarily experienced as such. 
 
 
 
Jordan Schonig is a doctoral candidate in Cinema and Media Studies at the University of 
Chicago. 
 
 

																																																													
56 Stephen Mulhall, On Being in the World: Wittgenstein and Heidegger on Seeing Aspects (London: 
Routledge, 1990), 251-252. 
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Early Marathi Cinema: Prabhat Studios and Social Respectability 
 
Hrishikesh Ingle 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The history of Marathi cinema, one of the first formations of regional cinema in India, can be 
traced from the studio era (1929-1953), specifically through Prabhat Studios. Prabhat Studios 
was situated in Kolhapur and Pune in western India. This paper analyzes two historical 
characteristics of Prabhat: how the studio imagined a cinema through linguistically specific 
regional content and forms of performance, and how this filmmaking was institutionalized as an 
example of artistic excellence, therefore conforming to the notion of social respectability. I argue 
that the filmmaking practices engendered by Prabhat aimed to project the studio, and cinema 
itself, as a respectable creative enterprise to Marathi society. This article accesses anecdotal 
biographies, archival materials, and existing Prabhat films to evaluate this tendency towards 
social respectability. A significant aspect of this historical account is the spatial spread, or 
movement, of early Marathi cinema, as it intersects other cultural forms to negotiate modernity. 
 
Keywords: Cultural studies; Indian film history; Indian studio era; Marathi cinema; Prabhat 
Studios; regional filmmaking; social space. 
 
 
 

rabhat Studios, along with New Theatres and Bombay Talkies, was one of the 
important spaces defining the Indian studio era (1920s-1953).1 Prabhat rose to 
prominence due to the technical excellence and variety of thematic content that it 
engaged with in the late colonial period (1930s-1947).2 The history of Prabhat, apart 

                                                
1 The studio era in India is understood as the period where studio-based production was the primary mode 
of filmmaking dominating the film industries of Bombay, Calcutta and Madras from the 1920s to 1953. 
The Maharashtra Film Company (Kolhapur) was one of the first studios. Imperial Film Company 
(Bombay), New Theatres (Calcutta), Bombay Talkies (Bombay) and Prabhat Film Company (Pune) were 
reputed studios of this period. The closure of Bombay Talkies in 1953 signaled the end of the studio-
owned filmmaking era. See Tejaswini Ganti, Bollywood: A Guidebook to Popular Hindi Cinema 
(London: Routledge, 2004), 15-16. 
2 The period before independence from British rule in 1947, i.e. from 1920-1947 can be termed as the late 
colonial period. The beginning of this period is marked by two major turning points, the first being the 
rise of the Swadeshi movement (1905-1917), in which regional leaders like Bal Gangadhar Tilak assumed 
prominence at the national level. Then, following Tilak’s death in 1920 came the emergence of Gandhian 
politics of non-violent resistance. The late colonial period in India is considered the transition towards 
modernity in Indian cultural history. See Manishita Dass, Outside the Lettered City: Cinema, Modernity, 
and the Public Sphere in Late Colonial India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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from referring to filmmaking of devotional, mythological, and saint genres in pre-independence 
India, also gives us an insight in to how it encapsulated regional and national cinematic 
imaginaries. This is characterized by the socio-cultural encounter of creative talent with 
industrial and technological developments in this period. The expanding body of academic work 
on Indian film history, however, has yet to address the significance of Prabhat Studios as one of 
the first sites of regional filmmaking in India. There have been seminal inquiries into the history 
of other studios. For example, Madhuja Mukherjee’s monograph on New Theatres (Calcutta) 
which identifies the cultural work of film studios in Bengal during the period 1920-1950.3 
Prabhat Studios, on the other hand, has largely been glorified only in anecdotal biographical 
accounts that were prompted by the necessity to preserve the public memories of the studio as a 
celebrated space for the Marathi cultural realm.4 In an attempt to revisit and retrace the 
emergence of Marathi cinema, this paper unpacks the history of Prabhat Studios, arguing that 
beyond Prabhat’s importance as a pioneering film studio in western India, it has been influential 
in fostering a regional film culture that negotiates an emergent modernity in provincial spaces 
like Kolhapur and Pune.5 

This paper presents an historical analysis of Prabhat Studios detailing two interdependent 
cultural aspects. The first is the notion of social respectability to be found in films produced by 
Prabhat, as well as social perceptions of the studio which are evidenced through various publicity 
materials. The second is the fashioning of a regional social space that Prabhat facilitated through 
its practices of imagining a cinema through the linguistic and territorial forms of Marathi cultural 
production.6 The paper deliberates this by pointing out the active work of Prahbat’s personnel 
who came to the studio with various regional performance backgrounds. The paper presents this 
historical analysis in the context of modernity in the late-colonial period, the specific aspects of 
                                                
3 Madhuja Mukherjee, New Theatres Ltd: The Emblem of Art, the Picture of Success (Pune: National Film 
Archive of India, 2009). A number of studies have been undertaken in relation to Bombay Talkies. See, 
for instance, the work on film studios in Bombay published in the journal BioScope: South Asian Screen 
Studies.  
4 This is best illustrated in Bapu Vatve, Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri. (Pune: Anant V. Damle, 2001). The 
archival work undertaken by M/s A.V. Damle to preserve the legacy of Prabhat Studios is largely in 
Marathi. Another biographical account of Prabhat can be found in Athawale Shantaram, Prabhat Kaal 
(Pune: Proficient Publishing House, 2016). 
5 The primary sources for this paper are the films of Prabhat made available by M/s A. V. Damle of Pune. 
Secondary sources include Vatve’s Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri and other biographies referred in the text. This 
paper also draws on a dissertation, Hrishikesh Arvikar “The Cinema of Prabhat: Histories, Aesthetics and 
Politics” (MPhil diss., Jawaharlal Nehru University, 2015). The web-archive, indiancine.ma has been 
accessed for entries originally published in Ashish Rajadhyaksha and Paul Willemen, Encyclopedia of 
Indian Cinema (New York and London: Routledge, 1999).  
6 Marathi is the language spoken in Maharashtra, a state in western India formed in 1960, with Bombay 
(now Mumbai) as its capital. Like the Hindustani/Hindi, which is designated as a national language, 
Marathi is the identifying language of the region called Maharashtra. It is an Indo-Aryan language 
belonging to the South and Southwest grouping of languages. See B.P. Mahapatra et al., Constitutional 
Languages (Québec: Presses de l’Université Laval, 1989). Apart from Maharashtra, Marathi is also 
spoken in parts of Gujarat, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh and Telangana. This corresponds to the historical 
expanse of the Maratha kingdom, whose capital was in Pune. Marathi is presently spoken by almost 71 
million native speakers. See Census of India 2011:  
http://www.censusindia.gov.in/Census_Data_2001/Census_Data_Online/Language/Statement1.aspx.  
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regional assimilation in films produced by the studio, and by highlighting how Prabhat Studios 
functioned as a space in which the norms of social respectability were maintained. 

Prabhat studio is here approached through its spatial features. This expands the studio’s 
historical significance by considering its linkages with provincial social spaces of Kolhapur and 
Pune in the late colonial period, and the significance of its personnel emerging from the artisanal 
classes. It also highlights how the studio site negotiated a modern form of cinema with local 
performance traditions that were rapidly declining. The studio space was also a site for practices 
like bilingual filmmaking that was directed towards aspiring for a national significance, while 
rooted in regional sources of narratives and musical traditions. This spatial spread is thus 
suggestive of how Prabhat, became a reputable filmmaking studio, reflective of a cultural 
tendency of the Marathi society. 
 Before elaborating these aspects, we must consider Prahbat Studio’s timeline. Prabhat 
was incorporated in 1929 in Kolhapur, by V. Shantaram, V. G. Damle, S. Fatehlal, K. Dhaiber, 
who had broken away from Baburao Painter’s Maharashtra Film Company (MFC), and S. 
Kulkarni.7 The studio began initial operations from Kolhapur, producing silent films in much the 
same vein as the MFC.8 In 1931, Prabhat produced the first Marathi talkie Ayodhyecha Raja 
(The King of Ayodhya), which re-presented the mythological story of Harishchandra. 
Dadasabheb Phalke had in 1913 produced Raja Harishchandra. Phalke’s film is considered to 
have set the trajectory of commercial filmmaking in India for years to come.9 Perceiving the 
need for better infrastructure, the studio moved to Pune in 1933. From the new site on the 
outskirts of Pune, Prabhat produced some of the most celebrated early sound films in India. 
 Through the practice of bilingual filmmaking in both Marathi and Hindustani, Prabhat 
gained a regional and national recognition. This was an industrial strategy for economic gains in 
a linguistically differentiated national market (where Hindustani/Hindi was prevalent). This 
strategy is evident when Prahbat’s films are juxtaposed with those of other studios like New 
Theatres, which deployed a similar strategy of producing films in both Hindustani and regional 
languages. Prahbat’s bilingual films projected visual content derived from local and regional 
sources to a broader national audience. Between 1934 and 1944, Prahbat produced a number of 
important films, including: Sairandhri (1933), Amrit Manthan (1934), Dharmatma (1935), Sant 
Tukaram (1936), Kunku (1937), Manoos (1939), Sant Dynaeshwar (1940), and Ramshashtri 
(1944). These all came after Prabhat had distinguished itself with six silent films: Gopal Krishna 
(1929), Khuni Khanjar (1930), Rani Saheb (1930), Udaykaal (1930), Chandrasena (1931), and 
Julum (1931).  

                                                
7 MFC was one of the first studios outside Bombay. Its name suggests its regional origins and filmmaking 
concerns, as opposed to Phalke’s company, Hindustan Films. The MFC had perfected a production 
practice where elaborate and detailed backdrops, costumes, and objects made-up the pro-filmic space. See 
Baburao Painter, “Background and Costume” in Kalamaharshi Baburao Painter (Mumbai: Jagatik 
Marathi Parishad, 1990), 65-66.  
8 Kolhapur and Pune were both provincial towns falling under the Bombay Presidency under British rule. 
See Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency (Bombay: Government Central Press, 1885). 
9 D. G. Phalke’s first film Raja Harishchandra (1913) is attributed to be the first feature length film to be 
screened widely to a paying audience. A number of historical writings, however, point to H. S. 
Bhatavadekar (Sawe Dada) as the early pioneer of motion pictures in India. See for instance Amrit 
Gangar. “Marathi Cinema: The Exile, the Factory and Fame,” in The Routledge Handbook of Indian 
Cinema, ed. K. Moti Gokulsingh, et al. (New York and London: Routledge, 2013), 72-87. 
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 Two changes marked Prabhat’s transition from a small film studio to a larger filmmaking 
company. First, under the studio set-up personnel were distinguished according to their 
functional artistic skills, defining their roles within the studio. Moreover, the infrastructural 
organization of the studio was perfected according to the requirements of different departments 
like costuming, green-rooms, editing labs, etc. The second change begins with its relocation to 
Pune. The MFC’s artisanal mode combined with apprenticeship of skilled painters and 
performers was carried forward by Prabhat.10 There was a focus on channelling the artistic skills 
of its personnel into the production of various genre films. By the time Prahbat relocated to Pune, 
this artisanal mode had evolved, with Prahbat founders Damle (an art director) and Fatehlal (a 
cinematographer) defining both the distribution of work as well as the functional setup of 
different departments in the studio’s mode of production. The physical space of the studio was 
well demarcated, with separate sound proof buildings for music recording, and an air-
conditioned room for post-processing of the nitrate celluloid. The studio had developed a 
strategized distribution business, initially with Baburao Pai (the film distributor of MFC) and 
later under its own Central Film Exchange, as well as constructing cinema houses in Bombay, 
Pune and Madras.11 Baburao Pai became a partner in the company in 1939.  

V. Shantaram emerged as the most important figure in Prabhat after the production of the 
first Marathi talkie, Ayodecha Raja. Shantaram’s name assumed importance not just as an actor-
director, but also as the most accomplished filmmaker of the five founding members. A look at 
the filmography compiled by Bapu Vatve indicates Shantaram’s dominance as a filmmaker, and 
the division of creative labour within the studio.12 Shanraram’s involvement in Prabhat meant the 
studio became closely associated with Shanatram’s oeuvre as a master filmmaker who made 
devotional spectacles, social melodramas, and historical fantasies. This was coupled by 
Shantaram’s intricate understanding of the studio infrastructure and its materiality, where 
personnel performed discrete roles in departments like editing, cinematography, the training of 
actors, costuming, etc. Shantaram was also keenly aware of marketing and distribution of films, 
thus ensuring profitable returns for various projects. When Shantaram left Prabhat in 1942 to 
start Rajkamal-Kalamandir, the studio entered its decline. Damle died in 1945, and differences 
between remaining managing partners intensified. The Bombay High Court ordered the 
liquidation of the company in 1952. In 1955, Kelkar Attarwale from Bombay tried to save the 
studio by renting it to other producers and filmmakers. However, this model ultimately failed to 
generate revenues, and in 1959 Prabhat Studios was sold to the government of India and in 1961 
its buildings were repurposed for the Film Institute of India. 

                                                
10 Artisanal mode as discussed in this paper refers to two socio-cultural lineages of Prabhat studios. The 
personnel of MFC and Prabhat were exemplary craftspeople, who also came from the artisanal castes. 
This consequently led to the MFC functioning as a school for various craftspeople working towards film 
production. Painter, and his cousin Anandrao were self-trained artists belonging to traditional artisanal 
classes in Kolhapur. Anandrao had apprenticed S Fatehlal, while Damle was trained by Painter. Damle 
later apprenticed Dhaiber. The artisanal tendency is primarily the reason for much of MFC and later 
Prabhat’s films having intricate decors for sets and backdrops, and authentic costumes for mythological 
and historical films. The implication of this artisanal tendency for Prabhat’s social films is discussed later.  
11 See Ashish Rajadhyaksha and Paul Willemen, Encyclopedia of Indian Cinema (New York and London: 
Routledge, 1999). 
12 Bapu Vatve, Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri, 335-343. 
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The history of Prabhat Studios is illustrative of how film studios in the late-colonial 
period came to prominence through a negotiation of various socio-cultural forces. While 
Bombay had become the most important space for the film industry till the 1930s, Kolhapur, and 
Pune, in Bombay’s geographical vicinity, aspired to institute cinema as a modern cultural form. 
This, as illustrated by Prabhat, mobilised artisanal creative practices that were reflective of its 
regional lineage, and were re-cast in the context of an emergent industrial and social modernity.    
 
Context of Modernity and Prabhat 
 
The period of Prabhat’s existence coincides with the late colonial moment of Indian history 
during which nationalism, freedom from colonial rule, and a transition towards modernity 
dominated public discourses. In the cultural sphere, these aspects were visible in the tremendous 
output of the print industry where local (i.e. regional language) newspapers and magazines were 
filled with discussions of political and social questions. The Indian cinema of this period was 
similarly influenced by these developments, as it symbolized modernity in the social sphere. 
Indeed, as observed by Manishita Dass, the cinema in late colonial India had a “role in the 
transformations of experience, everyday life, and the public sphere - changes […] subsumed 
under the label of ‘modernity’ in colonial India.”13 Prabhat’s ascendancy is illustrative of the 
transition of regional social spaces towards modernity in pre-independence India. The rapid 
entrenchment of cinema, especially in cities like Bombay and Pune, was partly due to the 
exuberant adoption of the cinematic medium by artists who were exposed to a modern literary 
world; and partly because of the industriousness of people like Baburao Painter and V. 
Shantaram, who assimilated diverse local performance and artistic practices to evolve a new 
form of regional cinema. Furthermore, in this period the cinema itself is reflective of a modern 
turn in public entertainment while simultaneously being the site of technological inventiveness 
and social anxieties.14 This created a unique cultural negotiation between existing forms of 
entertainment and the cinema. A number of scholars have historicized nascent Indian 
commercial filmmaking in early twentieth century as a cultural negotiation with modernity.15 
Specifically, modernity here implies the growing acceptance of an industrialized artistic realm, a 
disappearing system of princely patronage, and an enthusiasm for redefining the traditional 
contexts of Indian society. 

While the above description provides the historical contexts of cultural production in this 
period, we also need to understand that studio filmmaking enabled a certain institutionalization 

                                                
13 Manishita Dass, Outside the Lettered City: Cinema, Modernity, and the Public Sphere in Late Colonial 
India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 16-17. 
14 The Indian Cinematograph Committee Report (1927-1928) reflects various anxieties. It points to the 
concerns of colonial rulers about the popularity of Indian film, and the possibility of it becoming a source 
of increased anti-colonial sentiment. It also registers the threat to social morality instigated by the 
exposure of the masses to the cinema. The four volumes of Evidence of the ICC Report are now available 
at https://indiancine.ma/texts/ashish:The_Complete_ICC_Reports/40. 
15 One of the seminal arguments of Indian cinema’s encounter with modernity is elaborated in Ashish 
Rajadhyaksha, “The Phalke Era: Conflict of Traditional Form and Modern Technology,” in Interrogating 
Modernity: Culture and Colonialism in India, ed. P. Sudhir et al. (Calcutta: Seagull Books, 1993), 47-82. 
See also, Kaushik Bhaumik, “Querying the ‘Traditional’ Roots of Silent Cinema in Asia,” The Journal of 
the Moving Image 7 (December 2008). 
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of film practice in which narrative filmmaking was perfected as the dominant mode of cinema.16 
Located in the regional city of Pune, Prabhat Studios was instrumental in transforming the film 
industry of western India. As a film production enterprise, Prabhat contained and replicated the 
emergent capitalist modernity of Indian cities. This modernity has been pointed out by Ashish 
Rajadhyaksha as the context necessary for cinema’s “ubiquity.”17 It is facilitated by a structural 
system of “governmental trade development, agricultural research, working compensation, 
taxation and so on.”18 Prabhat, as we shall see, became one of the foundational studios 
demonstrating the adoption of latest technologies, as well as engendering a production practice 
of creative excellence, mostly drawn from local and regional artistic forms. 

Modernity is also manifest in the expansion of exhibition spaces in cities like Bombay 
and Calcutta, where the cinema was embraced in society as an embodiment of a modern 
temperament. On the other hand, the film industry was to reimagine narratives of specifically 
Indian origin, thus instituting what Rajadhyaksha has termed the cultural contests of traditional 
content with modern technology.19 Prabhat’s drive to be the best studio reflects its embrace of 
modernity, as it employed modern technologies and hired skilled personnel and talented artists. 
Its trajectory thus encapsulates three crucial moments of film history in western India: the 
coming of sound, socio-cultural negotiations of transitioning film production from provincial 
social spaces to urban middle class public culture, and the anchoring of a predominantly 
linguistic regional address. The latter two moments are especially significant for the idea of a 
linguistically defined regional film culture, as they precede the formation of a Marathi cinema 
before the territorial demarcation of Maharashtra in 1960. 
 The coming of sound was a definitive moment, where the contours of regional film 
practice materialized. Sound posed a technological challenge to the studio, which created a 
distinct department for musically accomplished artists and re-fashioned their talents for the 
requirements of cinema. In the films, sound provided a perceptual dimension that could address 
both local and national audiences. While the projection of dramatic action had been perfected 
through the use of inter-titles and pantomimic gesture in the silent era, with films like Ayodhecha 
Raja, sound instituted the dramatic aspect in Marathi (and Indian) cinema by borrowing from the 
immensely popular Sangeet Natak (literally, “musical drama” and a genre of Marathi theatre).20 

                                                
16 This is best illustrated in the workings of the Hollywood studio system as elaborated in David Bordwell 
et al., The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960 (London: Routledge, 
1985) and Douglas Gomery, The Hollywood Studio System: A History (London: BFI Publishing, 2005). 
17 Ashish Rajadhyaksha, “Teaching Film Theory 2,” The Journal of the Moving Image 11 (December 
2011), 43. Though Rajadhyaksha mentions this in a different context, his reference to the colonial period 
aptly surmises the socio-economic and political conditions within which cinema as a cultural form 
became accessible and available to public in western India. 
18 ibid., 43. 
19 Ashish Rajadhyaksha, “The Phalke Era”. 
20 See Geeta Kapur, “Mythic Material in Indian Cinema,” Journal of Arts and Ideas 14.15 (1987): 79-107. 
The striking aspect of early Indian cinema is the frontal depiction of mythological tales. This “frontality” 
has been argued by Geeta Kapur as the schematic for accessing the Indian film form. She proposes that 
“frontality of the word, the image, the design, the performative act” result in forms where the cinema 
directly addresses the audience (80). With the coming of sound Prabhat’s films added another dimension 
of this address. The cinema, in Prabhat’s case, borrowed from the prevalent Sangeet Natak tradition of 
musical performances. The closing of theatre companies had prompted the shift of performers and 
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Sound thus inaugurated a new mode for visual and aural pleasures, in which visual perception 
was complemented by talking (and singing) actors on screen. Prabhat was one of the first studios 
to capitalize on the popularity of singer/actor-performers of the Sangeet Natak, which had been 
the most prevalent form of dramatic entertainment before the arrival of the cinema. The 
emergence of sound film thus opened new possibilities for companies like Prabhat to forge 
interactivity with Marathi audiences.  

Moreover, sound could imagine specifically regionalized narratives in the cinematic 
realm. We can therefore observe that when Prabhat began making sound films it re-made 
Phalke’s Raja Harishchandra (1913) as Ayodhecha Raja, thus re-presenting it in sound. 
Similarly, MFC’s Sinhagad (1923), based on the legendary story of Tanaji (one of Shivaji’s 
brave soldiers) was made only in Marathi.21 For studio personnel, the making of talkie films 
proved to be the juncture where the earlier artisanal tendencies were re-ordered as people like 
Damle and Fatehlal became expert technicians of the cinema. 
 In the documentary, It’s Prabhat (2004), Shyam Benegal talks about the remarkable 
technical feat that the studio achieved in producing talkie films.22 The transition to talkie, 
observed in early sound cinema, bordered on experiments of trial and error, with the perfection 
of marrying visual and aural tracks mastered by the end of the 1930s. Bapu Vate has described 
how Damle’s inherent skill with mechanical devices helped in recording live sound as filming 
progressed. He also mentions the manner in which Damle was able to identify snafus with the 
projector when a preview screening of Ayodhyecha Raja was arranged.23 The technological 
mastery that Prabhat achieved in recording and reproducing sound is an indication of how the 
aural (voice, music, and sound) became a determining factor for differentiating national and 
regional cinema. If in the earlier silent mode, the visual material inscribed regional-ness to the 
filmic content, through costume or the details in backdrops, then with the arrival of sound there 
emerged an institutional push to exploit the regional address by way of differentiating dialogues 
and lyrics for linguistically diverse markets.24 Aural tracks were therefore distinctly treated as the 
conduits of regional (linguistically differentiated) address. Prahbat’s talkie films demonstrate a 
process of bilingual filmmaking in which Marathi and Hindi versions of the same film would 
have the same scenario, but actors, dialogue, and lyrics would differ. This demonstrates an 
interest in addressing regional audiences, but at the same time the studio was negotiating a 
national audience, markets and circuits. It is through these negotiations of sound technology, its 
deployment for reaching linguistically diverse markets, and the studio’s own efforts to 
institutionalize a mode of production that one can confirm the notion of regional modernity. 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
personnel into the film industry. There is an ontological moment of modern cultural history in this 
network of theatre artists working for and in the cinema. This moment can be argued in terms of a 
vernacular culture being assimilated into the cinema, giving rise to the specifically ‘regional’ content of 
early sound films. See Meera Kosambi, Gender, Culture, and Performance: Marathi Theatre and Cinema 
before Independence (New Delhi: Routledge, 2014). 
21 Prabhat’s Sinhagad was produced in 1933. Bapu Vatve, Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri, 336. 
22 Madhavi Vaidya, It’s Prabhat, Documentary (Pune: M/s A. V. Damle, 2004). 
23 Vatve, Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri, 51-54. 
24 See quote by Satish Bahadur, cited in Gangar, “Marathi Cinema,” 73.  
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Provincial Spaces and Prabhat 
 
The history of Prabhat presents a manifestation of modernity, and also points to the spatiality of 
the regional. The studio, although located in a regional town, fashioned a cinema that addressed 
the nation. The functioning of Prahbat Studios as a regional space can be used to formulate a 
notion of a Marathi public sphere, in which the cinema presents a “horizontal spread” which 
addresses both the local and national social spaces in Presidency towns. The three cities of 
Kolhapur, Pune and Bombay are central to the proposition of regional spatiality and the studio 
era.25   

In the late colonial period, Kolhapur was a princely state and home to the seat of the 
residual Maratha rule. Chatrapati Shahu Maharaj, a pioneer of social reforms active in the early 
twentieth century, supported the building of hostels, the funding of grants for higher education, 
and most significantly, promoted arts and culture in Kolhapur. The princely contribution to 
Indian cinema also came from Rajaram III (b.1897-d.1940; as Chatrapati: May 1922-Nov 1940), 
who invested in and formed a film company and studio in Kolhapur named Kolhapur Cinetone.26 
Prabhat, when it was set-up in 1929 got financial help from Tanibai Kagalkar (a court singer who 
was related to Keshavrao Dhaiber) to build the studio.27 Thus, practices of patronage and 
capitalist investments in provincial towns were deeply related to the origins of Prabhat. This 
must be understood in conjunction with its implications for the artisanal class. What is 
interesting in the cases of MFC and Prabhat is the social transitioning of the artisanal class 
through the institution of cinema to emerge as enterprising filmmakers.    

The MFC was a studio of the artisanal caste that benefitted from princely patronage, but 
shaped a production practice that furthered artistic excellence. Baburao Painter came from the 
Mistry class (defined as carpenters, painters or artisans). His proficiency at painting and 
sculpting gave him the moniker ‘Painter,’ and he painted backdrops for several theatre troupes in 
Western India from 1910 and 1916.28 Baburaro’s apprentices (who later formed Prabhat) were an 
eclectic mix of classes. Shantaram’s father was a Jain and his mother was a Maratha.29 Fatehlal 
also came from the Mistry class.30 The artisanal castes here need to be situated first as providing 
creative labour for building the elaborate sets, backdrops and props of early silent films in 
Kolhapur. Second, this had a bearing on depicting social scenarios that seemed to interrogate 
Brahmanical dominance of ritualistic and creative fields. In films like Sant Dyaneshwar and Sant 
Tukaram (discussed later) the depiction of the saints as figures who question Brahmanical 
supremacy on spiritual and religious knowledge foreground the saints in their social contexts. 
This caste consideration suggests that by the time Prabhat was formed, social hierarchies had 
begun to acquire a fluidity, where creative talent could be passed on to the next generation 
                                                
25 See Arvikar, “The Cinema of Prabhat.” 
26 See https://indiancine.ma/BIN/info. Kolhapur Cinetone is considered to have been set-up to rival 
Prabhat when it moved to Pune. Master Vinayak, Bhalji Pendharkar and Baburao Pendharkar were the 
main personnel who produced films in the company. 
27 Arivikar, “The Cinema of Prabhat,” 38. 
28 See https://indiancine.ma/DL/info. 
29 Meera Kosambi, Gender, Culture, and Performance: Marathi Theatre and Cinema before 
Independence (New Delhi: Routledge, 2014), 326. 
30 See https://indiancine.ma/CEG/info. 
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outside the restrictions of kinship and occupation. In the progressive cultural contexts of 
Kolhapur, therefore, new modern arts like the cinema and the traditional performance arts 
intersected to shape the labour-intensive film industry. 
 During the early twentieth century, Pune was transitioning to a capitalist city, where 
modern modes of communication and a local municipal corporation anticipated the industrial 
transformation that shaped the city after independence. It also points to the spatiality of a 
provincial town that was segregated, in terms of demography, but functionally interwoven 
through trade and social mobility. After the end of the Maratha rule in the 1820s, Pune (then 
Poona) transitioned from being the seat and capital of the Peshwa rule to one of the garrisoned 
towns of the Bombay Presidency under British rule. The city grew in three distinct spaces: The 
Civil Lines, The Military Cantonment and the Native City. A fourth space, the Sadr Bazaar, 
acted as a conduit for fluid social hierarchies.31 Pune therefore had expanded centrifugally, while 
older Peshwa sites remained (and still remain) at the epicentre of hierarchically stratified caste 
and colonial identities. In the post-Tilak age of the 1930s and 1940s, Pune had become a site of 
learning and print capital for Marathi publishing. The city emerged as a space where lower 
classes had started to lay demands on the traditional Brahmanical spaces for access to learning 
and higher education.32 The Pune municipality was established in 1916, subsequently driving its 
expansion as a prominent urban centre.33 The most significant capitalist turn, however, was the 
interconnection with Bombay by railway, when the Deccan Queen was started in 1930.34 This 
announced the urbanization of a provincial town in western Maharashtra. By 1933, therefore, 
when Prabhat had moved to Pune, the city had transitioned from the seat of Maratha political 
power to an urbanized town of cultural significance.  
 In contrast to Pune and Kolhapur, Bombay was a cosmopolitan city that had become one 
of the chief sites of the film industry in late colonial India. The development of cinema in 
Bombay has been mapped and historicized by Kaushik Bhaumik.35 His insights into the making 
of Bombay film culture shed light on some crucial industrial aspects. Of significance is how the 
second wave of filmmakers after the 1920s instituted an intra-industrial realignment to adopt 
new technologies, thus transitioning out of the artisanal-centric production methods.36 More 
importantly, Bhaumik’s elaboration on Bombay cinema between 1928 and 1935 situates the 

                                                
31 See Wayne Mullen, “Deccan Queen: a Spatial Analysis of Poona in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth 
Centuries” (PhD diss., University of Sydney, 2001). 
32 See “Poona District,” Gazetteer of Bombay State District Series, vol. XX (Bombay: Government Central 
Press, 1954), 163-316. 
33 ibid. The Gazetteer notes: “Not only was the Poona municipality one of the first municipalities to be set 
up but it was also the first to have a majority of elected members and also to have the privilege of having 
an elected president” (67). 
34 The Deccan Queen started running between Pune and Bombay on June 1, 1930. It was one of the first 
trains to run by electric locomotion. The train was one of the fastest ways to commute between the two 
cities. As with Rajadhyaksha’s comment (cited in footnote 18), the train connection is also the connection 
with capitalism and modernity. It marks the expansion of Pune outwards to transcend spatial boundaries 
of provincial territories. 
35 Bhaumik, “The Emergence of the Bombay Film Industry.” 
36 Bhaumik charts the developments in the 1920s as a “long road to respectability.” Bhaumik, “The 
Emergence of the Bombay Film Industry,” 82-108. 
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constant negotiations with regional centres of filmmaking including Poona in the Presidency 
areas. Here, he contends that the expansion of Bombay cinema was based in the building of 
exhibition sites in small-town locations, and the interexchange of personnel from regional 
centres like Lahore, Calcutta, and Poona into the Bombay industry. Additionally, Bhaumik has 
highlighted the role of film magazines and print culture as a determining factor in negotiations 
between the regional and Bombay film industries. One indication of this is how Prabhat 
produced its own publicity magazine, entitled Prabhat Monthly.37 The Bombay film industry was 
therefore not a stand-alone entity, uninfluenced by various regional filmmaking centres in its 
geographical vicinities. Rather, studio filmmaking generated a nuanced distinction of audiences 
and marketplaces. The Bombay studios produced predominantly Hindustani/Hindi films, which 
were marketed at wider national consumption, while regional film industries attempted to 
generate vernacularized public address, thus entrenching their identity from the perspective of 
linguistic affiliation. It is intriguing, therefore, to see how Prabhat’s films permeated a regionalist 
cultural address through various performance forms, musical genres, styles, and its own artisanal 
thrust of projecting grand visual spectacles.38 The significant aspect of this regional address, as 
argued below, was its referencing and self-affirmation of Marathi social spaces.  
 
Prabhat Studio and Regional Affinities 
 
The bilingual filmmaking of studios like Prabhat and New Theatres in the early sound period 
indicates the regional rootedness of cinema in western India.39 It presents a distinction between 
markets and geographies of film consumption. Prabhat’s bilingual filmmaking is marked by the 
projection of regional, Marathi content for a national, Hindustani-speaking audience. This 
occurred in two phases: the first is the early talkie period, until about 1935, when Amrit Manthan 
was made, the second begins with Sant Tukaram (1936). In the first, Prabhat’s films were highly 
influenced by the studio’s ties to MFC. The films aggregated themes and stories that MFC had 
worked on, predominantly through their artisanal framework. An aesthetic which carries through 
is the construction of visually elaborate, intricate sets to build a pro-filmic space, and deploying 
stage performers from theatre companies in acting roles.  
 When the talkie era began, language became a primary concern as Prabhat aspired for a 
national presence. Prabhat’s first three talkies, Ayodhecha Raja (Ayodhyaka Raja in Hindi, 
1932), Agnikankan (Jalti Nishani in Hindi, 1932), and Maya Machindra (Maya Machindra in 
Hindi, 1932) were bilinguals, produced in both Hindustani and Marathi. Bapu Vatve has 
described the conditions that led to the conception of Maya Machindra.40 The film is 
                                                
37 Prabhat Monthly was edited by Baburao Patel, the famous film critic and editor of the magazine Film 
India. Through discussions with various scholars, it is understood that Prabhat Monthly was printed in the 
same printing press as Film India.  
38 The term spectacle here refers to the imaginatively intricate sets and backdrops for films like Amrit 
Manthan, Chandra Sena (1935), Amar Jyoti (1936), etc. Also, in the years after 1935, the studio site 
became an attraction in itself, ensconcing a fantastic ‘nagri’ (town) that one could only wonder about. See 
Athawale, Prabhat Kaal and Vatve, Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri. 
39 New Theatres produced films in Bengali and Hindustani/Hindi. A number of important artists were part 
of New Theatres productions and were later propelled into the Bombay industry. One of the most 
celebrated films from New Theatres is Devdas (P C Barua, 1935). See Mukherjee, New Theatres Ltd.  
40 Vatve, Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri, 61-66. 



Early Marathi Cinema 

Synoptique Vol. 5, No. 2 (Winter 2017) 89 

characteristically regional, emerging from its intersection of orality, sourcing from theatrical 
performances of the Sangeet Natak traditions, and its mythical tale told through studio-style 
filmmaking. The film was based upon a Hindi Sangeet Natak, written by Manishankar Trivedi 
titled Siddha Sansar. Govindrao Tembe, the music composer and singer in Prabhat—also a 
seasoned Sangeet Natak personality—had performed this play in 1920 at Indore. However, the 
play was never published, and this posed a problem for preparing a script for Maya Machindra. 
One of Prabhat’s organ players, Rajarambapu Purohit, had memorized the entire play, and he re-
wrote it for Tembe to make the script. For the Hindi version of this film, Narmadaprasad wrote 
the dialogues. Such practices in the studio space led to a filmmaking tendency that intersected 
with not just prevalent performance forms, but also with their regional, vernacular rootedness.  

Hrishikesh Arvikar situates the bilingual practices in these early talkies by presenting 
various instances of interactions between local, Marathi writers and lyricists like Shantaram 
Athwale and those writing dialogue or lyrics for the Hindustani-Urdu versions of Prabhat films.41 
The regional in early talkies was regimented under the dominance of a specifically Marathi 
cultural context that the space of Prabhat had assimilated and engendered. People like Bhole, 
Athwale, Apte and Shantaram preferred to work with Marathi language scripts, dialogue and 
lyrics. Hindustani-Urdu or other languages were therefore utilized to exploit the circulation of 
films in markets beyond Marathi-speaking territories. It follows that although the films were 
bilingual, their essential visual aspects were derived from regional Marathi artisanal 
imaginations. Speech used in dialogue and song was also inflected by the literary and theatrical 
lineage of personnel like Bhole, Tembe and Athawale. All this underpins the ways regional 
content was expressively incorporated in Prabhat’s early talkie films.  
 The second period, beginning in 1935-1936, is marked by saint films like Sant Tukaram 
and Sant Dnyaneshwar in which the narrative content is drawn from local, regional traditions. 
The use of regional content became a formal consistency in Prabhat’s saint films and 
distinguishes them from its fantasy or social genre films. In the saint films a unique cultural 
negotiation is observed, as they at once depict the biographies of the saints while interweaving 
the underlying devotional philosophy into the narrative. In Marathi social spaces, the saints of 
the Bhakti movement are iconic figures. The Bhakti movement made religious and spiritual 
thought accessible to the common classes. The lives of the saints encapsulate a social narrative 
which rejects Brahmanical hegemony over institutions of religion like the temple, and over 
rituals of everyday life. There is therefore an implicit social politics of reformation in Prabhat’s 
saint films.  

In films like Tukaram and Dyaneshwar, this is presented in the narrative as a social 
conflict of ideologies. It often takes the form of a linguistic differentiator between dialects. The 
Brahmanical, standard speech of Salo Malo, for instance, in Sant Tukaram is deftly counter-
positioned to that of Tukaram, his family and his devotees, who speak a more colloquial dialect. 
These films thus imagined a cultural world outside the dominant Brahmanic, scriptural 
impositions on the devotional realm, consequently opening up the questions of caste hierarchies, 
the centrality of folk performance forms like Bhajans and Kirtans, and more significantly, the re-
inscription of Eknath or Tukaram’s spoken (later written) hymns, commonly referred to as 
abhangas.42 Both Sant Tukaram, and Sant Dnyaneshwar, create a subtle cultural interrogation of 

                                                
41 Arvikar, “The Cinema of Prabhat,” 147-150. 
42 The Bhakti movement in Maharashtra (then a Maratha-ruled provinces) have important saints: 
Dyaneshwar is considered to be the first saintly figure to advocate the route of Bhakti towards the deity 
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gender, caste, and performativity. This can be understood from the case of Vishupant Pagnis, 
who played female parts in the theatre. Vatve has indicated that this was perhaps the reason that 
he was chosen to play the part of Tukaram, which required a genteel projection of the saint.43 
The articulations of dialogues, and singing that Pagnis performed are illustrative of how his 
prevalent style was channelized to create the iconic image of Tukaram. 
 The power of Sant Tukaram as a film is evinced by the iconicity of its visuals and its 
linguistic performances. Geeta Kapur’s original reading of Sant Tukaram as a revival of the 
mythic for social change in the context of India’s struggles for independence situates the iconic 
in a decidedly nationalist paradigm.44 The frontal address, in which a figure addresses the camera 
(and by extension, the audience) directly, is suggestive of how in Indian cinema the on screen 
figure assumes deification. The frontal figure seems to arrest movement on screen into moments 
where the screen-audience interaction enters into an adulatory inter-exchange of projection and 
perception. This process is termed as Darsana in Indian Film Studies.45 However, Tukaram’s 
iconicity goes beyond its frontal-address aesthetic. The film’s iconicity is indicative of several 
deeper social meanings. First, it indicates the historical and popular mnemonic presence of 
Tukaram and his hymns in the Marathi society. Second, the performances of Tukaram’s 
abhangas manifest the secular trajectory of the Bhakti philosophy. Third, Bhakti’s linguistic 
register evokes a devotional realm that is uniquely vernacular and regional. Sant Tukaram and 
Sant Dynaneshwar therefore affirm the Marathi social spaces, where these vernacular aspects are 
transposed in the cinematic narratives of the saints’ lives. Such an inscription of the vernacular in 
Prabhat’s films assert its entrenched regional affinities. In comparing the specific regional aspect 
of Prabhat with those of the Bombay Talkies, Ravi Vasudevan observes that: 
 

The overall result was a strong regional identity in the world conjured up by the studio, one rather 
different from the abstractions of Bombay Talkies, a studio which took recourse to a simplified 

                                                                                                                                                       
Vitthal (a minor form of Lord Vishnu). He is also seen as the first saint to use the written form of Marathi 
with his commentary on the Bhagwat Gita called Dyaneshwari. Namdev, Eknath, and Tukaram are some 
of the most famous saints due to the simplicity and evocative hymns that they wrote and which are recited 
by people in Maharashtra. Sant Janabai was one of the first female devotional poets of the medieval 
period. See Jayant Lele, ed., Tradition and Modernity in Bhakti Movements (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1981). The 
‘saint literature’ is an important genre and tradition in the Marathi cultural realm, where the hymns are 
recited and studied for their devotional philosophy. The abhanga is the primary form in this literature. 
Abhanga, literally means ‘that which is not separated’. The suffix ‘a’ added to the ‘bhang’ denotes a 
negative meaning to ‘bhang,’ which means to separate. The term refers to the devotional poetic form of 
the saint poets like Tukaram in the praise of lord Vitthal. The last line of an Abhanga usually carries the 
signature of the poet. Hence many of Tukaram’s abhanga have ‘tuka mahne’ (says tuka) written in the last 
line. The Kirtan is characterized by the performance of devotional songs (including abhanga) and tales 
from the lives of the saints. It is usually accompanied by musical instruments. See Ana Schultz, Singing a 
Hindu Nation: Marathi Devotional Performance and Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013). 
43 Vatve, Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri, 123-124. 
44 Kapur, “Mythic Material in Indian Cinema.” 
45 See Ravi Vasudevan, “The Politics of Cultural Address in a Transitional Cinema: A Case Study of 
Indian Popular Cinema,” in Reinventing Film Studies, ed. Christine Gledhill and Linda Williams 
(London: Arnold, 2000), 130-164.  
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Hindustani to appeal to the broadest market and whose fictional worlds often appear uprooted 
from reference to any specific regional habitat.46 
 

Regional rootedness is therefore manifested, and projected, through the iconic screen figures of 
the saints, their style of expressing a popular form of Bhakti poetry, and the affirmation of the 
secular devotional message through their lives, as recreated in the films.  

Sant Tukaram and Prabhat’s other saint films take part in an interesting process of 
recasting linguistically specific devotional philosophy into vernacular cinematic narratives. The 
transpositions of the linguistic into a devotional register, of narrative conflict assuming a social 
and caste significance, and the miraculous, constructed to manifest divinity of the saint, indicate 
a mobilization of the cinema as a technological institution to address regional social spaces. In 
Sant Tukaram, this process engendered for Prabhat and Marathi cinema a remapping of a cultural 
mnemonic onto the studio mode of production, assimilating vernacular actors, story writers, 
musicians, and the audience. To illustrate this, I will highlight the film’s opening sequence.  
 In the film’s opening, Tukaram is singing the abhanga Panduranga Dhyani, Pandurang 
Mani (Pandurang in My Thoughts and Mind) in a devotional serenity. He is isolated in a private 
devotional expression, a state which is rendered in the film through a continuous, closely framed 
shot of Tukaram with no cuts. This is followed by an excited Salo Malo reciting the same 
abhanga, with a modified musicality, to a crowd of seated devotees in the Panduranga temple. 
Salo interrupts his singing with forceful interjections to claim his authority over the abhgana. As 
he sings, he interacts with the crowd of devotees. The editing in this sequence expresses this 
interactivity, and effectively contrasts with Tukaram’s serenity in the previous sequence. Salo 
Malo assumes a distinct caste hierarchy, wearing Brahmanical robes as he stands and preaches to 
the predominantly lower caste devotee crowd in the temple.  
 In the next scene, Tukaram’s poverty-stricken domestic space is depicted. As his wife 
Awali bathes their domestic buffalo, Tukaram enters the house and is confronted with his sick 
son. An argument between Awali and Tukaram erupts, as Awali accuses him of neglecting the 
household for the love of Panduranga. She drags the sick child to the temple with the intention of 
punishing the deity with slippers. Awali’s outburst in the temple and her threat to beat the deity 
with slippers, attracts Salo Malo’s reproach. As Awali turns to confront Salo, the magic of the 
deity is expressed as a ghostly hand caresses the sick child and cures him of sickness. The child 
begins to jump around, announcing that he has been cured. At that point, Tukaram enters the 
temple and Salo Malo admonishes him for allowing his wife to threaten the desecration of the 
deity. Tukaram apologizes and accepts any punishment that is offered by Salo Malo, who 
declares that Tukaram is henceforth banished from entering the temple premises. This scene is 
followed by an abhanga, that Tukaram sings in a melodramatic rendition to express his anguish 
at not seeing the deity in the temple again. The film’s themes of conflict and devotion are 
emblematized in these sequences. Tukaram is set up as a calm, devotional, and lower caste man 
in conflict with the brahmanical Salo Malo. There is representation of a miracle, rendered 
through the cinematic techniques of double exposure and superimposition. However, the 
underlying thread of social conflict is bound by a peculiarly vernacular presentation of 
Tukaram’s biography, where the events of the narrative are imagined through a common 
mnemonic of abhangas and kirtans. 
                                                
46 Ravi Vasudeyan, “Devotional Transformation: Miracles, Mechanical Artifice, and Spectatorship in 
Indian Cinema,” Postscripts: The Journal of Sacred Texts & Contemporary Worlds 1.2/1.3 (August 
2005): 240. 
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 The above discussion of the saint film genre, and Sant Tukaram in particular, situates the 
regional rootedness of Prabhat in the regional sources of its narrative form. As indicated, the 
cultural significance of devotional poetry, its cinematic renditions, and the caste conflict 
assimilate into a form that can address audiences beyond the spaces of Marathi-speaking 
audiences. This regional content becomes even more pertinent when we consider Prabhat’s 
social film genre. Producing films for a national audience, however, necessitated a realignment 
of regional content. A linguistic and vernacular regional-ness formed the physical context of the 
studio space, and also determined the creative processes that defined studio filmmaking in this 
era. This context, I argue, is the clue to how Prabhat effected its narrative tendencies through 
genre films that were refracted from the lens of a modern Marathi socio-cultural milieu. It is thus 
pertinent to note that the studio era of Marathi cinema is almost entirely defined by Prabhat, 
whose contracted artists, singers, actors, and craftsmen built its social capital. 
 
Prabhat Studios and Social Respectability 
 
Prabhat’s status as a successful business enterprise and a vital space of creative cultural 
production is referential of the emergence of modern Marathi society in the late colonial period. 
Biographical recollections of personnel associated with Prabhat describe the studio as a 
respectable place of work. In the memoirs of the noted writer P. L. Deshpande, the studio 
emerges as a marvel of modern technology where excellent craftsmen could imagine a cinema 
that the Marathi people accepted as a respectable art form.47 He writes, “the people of Prabhat 
conformed to the then contemporary notions of social respectability, and their films too were 
demonstrative of it.”48 There was indeed a deliberate push towards situating the film industry, 
and the filmmaking business in particular, as a socially respectable enterprise in pre-
independence India. Madhuja Mukherjee has traced the narrative filmmaking of New Theatres, 
identifying a shift toward integrating the Bengali literary lineage into its cinema in order to 
dissipate social perceptions of its being an amoral entertainment.49 In Prabhat’s films and other 
early Marathi cinema, respectability is transmitted through textual and extra-textual aspects.  

Prabhat’s “social films”, which emerged after 1937, were produced with backdrop of the 
nationalist freedom movement and are significant markers of how Prabhat affirmed social 
respectability. It is perhaps no coincidence that the studio strategically moved towards producing 
films on social themes, as 1936 had seen the success of Achhut Kanya (Untouchable Maiden), 
made by Bombay Talkies.50 Prabhat’s films like Kunku/Duniya Na Mane, Manoos/Aadmi, and 
Shejari/Padosi underscore the studio’s engagement with themes like child marriage (Kunku), an 
honest man’s love for a prostitute and his efforts at restoring her in society (Manoos), and 
communal harmony (Shejari). Here too the cinematic is inflected with vernacular linguistic and 
literary forms, specifically with writers like Narayan Hari Apte working in the studio. Apte had 
also written the script for Kunku whose significance as a social film is underscored in the implicit 

                                                
47 See P. L. Deshpande, “Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri,” in Vatve, Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri, 1-12. 
48 Author’s translation, ibid. 
49 See Mukherjee, New Theatres Ltd, 21-40. 
50 Achhut Kanya is considered as one of the earliest examples of the all-India social film, produced in the 
late 1930s India. See Ravi Vasudevan, “Film Studies, New Cultural History and Experience of 
Modernity,” Economic and Political Weekly 30.44 (November 4, 1995): 2809-14.  
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reference to the Child Marriage Act of 1929. This act was informally known as the Sharada Act, 
from the play Sangeet Sharda, about the marriage of an elderly serial widower with a girl child. 
Kunku begins with a sequence of this play being enacted by children of the chawl (a tenement 
apartment building), where Neera (Shanta Apte) resides. Like in Sangeet Sharda, Neera is 
sneakily married off to an aged lawyer by her maternal uncle. When Neera learns that her new 
husband is old enough to be her father, she resists with anger and resentment. Her anger finally 
culminates in the suicide of her elderly husband, Kakasaheb, breaking Neera out of the bonds of 
a forced marriage. Kunku thus engaged with a national social problem, through a story that was 
rooted in a regional imagination. A similar trajectory is observed in Manoos, in which a 
prostitute named Kesar (Shanta Hublikar) is rescued from a menial existence by Ganpat (Shahu 
Modak), a police constable. Both Kunku and Manoos address the issue of restoring marginalized 
women into socially acceptable normative structures, thus effecting a sense of justice in the 
narratives. Prabhat’s willingness to produce these films demonstrates their investment in the 
portrayal of and engagement with social evils, setting them apart from the melodramatic 
treatment of untouchability in Achhut Kanya. Kunku, Manoos and Shejari are emblematic of then 
contemporaneous debates in Indian society about social reform which had assumed importance 
at a national level. 
 Prabhat’s social films indicate the ways the studio was actively working toward affirming 
its social respectability. Indeed, respectability was wrought in the very formation of the Prabhat 
Studio, as its personnel included renowned literary writers like Apte who were influential in 
choosing stories for films, noted stage performers who cultivated their skills for the demands of 
narrative filmmaking, and accomplished musicians like Bhole and Tembe who created musical 
scores drawn from diverse sources. The organizational structure of Prabhat also institutionalized 
this respectability, especially with regards to female actors. The studio had strict rules forbidding 
personal relationships between female actresses and their co-workers.51 One instance illustrating 
this is how Durga Khote was convinced to play the lead part in Ayodhecha Raja. Khote had 
earlier played a part in film Farebi Jaal (1931), where she was portrayed as the wife of an 
alcoholic. Khote, then married to Vishwanath Khote, had met with disapproval from her 
husband’s respectable middle class Marathi family for playing this character, and was asked by 
them not to act in any more films. However, the respectability of her career as an actress was 
recuperated when she was contracted to play Taramati, the lead role in Ayodecha Raja.  
 As sound films began to displace silent films, a star system emerged in which female 
actors were projected to the public imagination with an implicit sexuality. The three issues of the 
magazine Prabhat Monthly, edited by Baburao Patel, carry this veiled sexuality in the captions 
that accompany images of Shanta Apte and Durga Khote. The second issue of this magazine 
includes a full-page image of Shanta Apte, looking into the distance (Fig. 1). Apte’s costume 
reveals a bare shoulder and arms. The caption reads, “Look at Shanta the sweet siren of Prabhat. 
She is coming in this apologetic costume without any apology except her youth and beauty.”52 
The magazine was introduced to readers as a service for the “friends of Prabhat” who wanted to 
know “details of Shanta Apte – her hobbies and activities.”53 However, as pointed out by Neepa 
Majumdar, information was based solely on actors’ professional lives, and avoided details of  

                                                
51 Arvikar, “The Cinema of Prabhat,” 38. 
52  Baburao Patel, Prabhat Monthly 1.2 (November, 1936): 3. 
53 See Baburao Patel, “Just Another Link,” Prabhat Monthly 1.1 (October, 1936): 4. 
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Fig. 1 Shanta Apte, featured in the second issue of Prabhat Monthly (November 1936). 
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Fig. 2 Lord and Lady Bourbone. Standing (from left to right): Baburao Pai, Dadasaheb 
Torane, Vishanupant Damle, Governors P.A., P.M. Modi, V. Shantaram, K. Dhaybar, S. 
Fattelal. 
 
Image Courtesy of M/s A V Damle. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
stars’ personal lives and private selves. This indicates how, despite their growing fame, the 
emergent female stars of the talkie era were more or less protected from public scrutiny behind a 
veil of social respectability.54 

While other studios like New Theatres sought respectability from using literary sources 
for movies, Prabhat’s social respectability emerged from its personnel, as well as its films, and 
the public’s perception of the studio as a creator of engaging films. Prabhat’s development from 
a small studio in Kolhapur, to its expansion in Pune, and its establishment as one the best studios 
in India, was contingent on the artistic excellence of its films. Prabhat Monthly served as an 
important para-textual conduit for the studio to impress its respectability upon the public. It 
contains many examples of the studio’s active cultivation of a positive public image. In one 
article, Baburao Patel details visits of distinguished personalities to the studio, including the 
queens of Akkalkot and Sawantwadi from the neighbouring princely states.55 One image shows 
the visit of Lord and Lady Brabourne (Fig. 2). The studio also established the Prabhat Fellowship 

                                                
54 Neepa Majumdar, Wanted Cultured Ladies Only!: Female Stardom and Cinema in India, 1930s-1950s 
(Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2009). 
55 See Baburao Patel, “The New Temple of Art,” Prabhat Monthly 1.2 (November, 1936). 5. 
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Scheme, the winner of which would be made a privileged patron of the studio, and a special 
guest at exhibition spaces and cinema theatres.56  

Another crucial instance of respectability is found in the personal and professional 
relationships between various internal personnel. Prabhat seems to have promoted informal 
interactions between its staff (aside from female actresses), replicating social kinship, where age, 
skills, and intellect were revered by suffixing a person with an honorary word like “dada” (elder 
brother), “mama” (maternal uncle) etc. Prabhat thus demarcated an inherent hierarchy of work 
which corresponded to the respect that a person like Shantaram, Fatehlal or Damle received from 
artists and colleagues.57 Such respectability suggests a larger social practice of Prabhat Studios. 
It points to familial kinships forged not only out of real-life relationships, but also in the culture 
of politeness, social interactions and the manner of organising the studio departments. 

It is evident that Prabhat worked to maintain its image as an institution of social repute, 
one where avoiding gossip, suppressing sexual objectification of female actors, and observing 
middle class social norms superseded concerns of leveraging popularity of its screen personnel 
for economic gain. This notion of respectability was driven towards projecting a public image of 
the studio that valued artistic excellence over sensational romantic liaisons. Such an insistence 
thus aligned the studio with the social spaces from which Prabhat had emerged fostering a 
sustained bond with the Marathi social sphere. It also effectively secluded the inner workings of 
Prabhat from public scrutiny. 
   
Conclusion: Respectability after the Studio 
 
Prabhat’s reputation as a respectable film enterprise is significant to the history of Marathi 
cinema. The mode of production that regimented the Marathi filmmaking industry under an 
unacknowledged but perceptible culture of respectability seems to have long lasting influences 
after the studio had closed down. Prabhat served as the training grounds for a number of notable 
personnel, fostering their creative talents. Though a large number of personnel, including 
Shantaram, migrated to the Hindi film industry, the network of artists, actors, and technicians 
continued Prabhat’s adherence to social respectability. While the scope of this paper does not 
permit me to consider the repercussions of the social capital of respectability beyond the 1950s, 
it is important to note that, in the later period, cinema and social respectability remained 
entrenched in the Marathi social sphere with the work of literary figures like G. D. Madgulkar.58 
This suggests that while Prabhat was invested in nurturing filmmakers’ creativities, its social 
stature had to correspond with the grandeur of its sets, the technical mastery of its filmmakers, 
and imbuing its workplace with respectability where its artists could feel at home. 

In this paper, I have demonstrated how Prabhat Studios was instrumental in fostering a 
regional Marathi cinema in Kolhapur and Pune. In the context of Indian film history, a spatial 
demarcation emerges between regional studios and those that constituted the Bombay film 
industry. This is discerned in the study of Prabhat, and how provincial towns fostered a localized 
                                                
56 See Prabhat Monthly 1.2 (November, 1936): 7-9. 
57 See Vatve, Ek Hoti Prabhatnagri, 25. Damle was known as Damle mama, while Fatehlal was 
addressed as Saheb mama. 
58 G. D. Madgulkar began his apprenticeship at Huns studios in Pune. In the 1960s Madgulkar was a 
singular figure who dominated the Marathi film industry with his stories, scenarios, dialogue-writing, and 
lyrics. Most famously, he wrote the script for Do Aankhein Bara Haath (dir. V. Shantaram, 1957).  
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assimilation of artistic practices that was quite different from those that defined the Bombay film 
industry. As this paper has shown, filmmaking in provincial spaces served to re-align traditional 
craft in the aid of an emergent form of entertainment. It proved to be a sustaining space for 
celebrated theatre artists who had excelled at the Sangeet Natak. It was perhaps this assimilation 
of accomplished craftspeople that resonated with the Marathi public, and helped to establish the 
motion picture’s respectability. By contrast, the Bombay industry was cosmopolitan, its artists 
hailing from across India, and, according to Kaushik Bhaumik, driven by the logic of the 
bazaar.59 By the time various studios had closed in 1953, the Bombay film industry had assumed 
a pan-Indian identity, and thus was a commoditized cinematic institution. The spatial difference 
is observed in the move of artisanal, kinship-oriented studios like Prabhat towards a regional 
social sphere, while the Bombay film industry’s bazaar mode coalesced into a national form of 
the Hindi cinema, whose regions were numerous and whose address spread across geographies. 
This also indicates the formative period of a regional film industry, where cinema and society 
engendered one another as a self-referential prism of cultural production. 
 
 
 
Hrishikesh Ingle is an Assistant Professor of Film Studies at The English and Foreign Languages 
University, Hyderabad, India.60 
	  

                                                
59 Bhaumik, “The Emergence of the Bombay Film Industry.” 
60 Acknowledgements: I am thankful to the anonymous reviewers for their suggestions and comments 
that have helped to improve the rigour of this paper. I would also like to acknowledge the work of the 
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he “New Hollywood Cinema” of the late 1960s and 1970s has often been 
characterized as a period of relative creative freedom. Following the collapse of the 
studio system, new forms of representation in American cinema emerged through the 
work of a fresh generation of filmmakers who rose to prominence in that period. 

These filmmakers were both willing and able to experiment with new techniques and aesthetics 
in their approach to filmmaking, and developed new modes of representation in their films. This 
fertile moment in American film history is the subject of Jay Beck’s Designing Sound: 
Audiovisual Aesthetics of 1970s American Cinema (2016). Beck is an Assistant Professor of 
Cinema and Media Studies at Carleton College in Northfield, Minnesota. He wrote his doctoral 
dissertation on the evolution of sound practices in American cinema of the 1960s and 1970s 
under the supervision of Rick Altman, whose influence is evident in this work. Altman’s notion 
of “crisis historiography” informs Beck’s aims to study a “crisis of identity” that he locates 
within the Hollywood of the late 1960s and 1970s. This crisis, according to Beck, resulted from 
changes in industrial and technological standards which were occurring in the industry. Through 
his analysis of a broad range of films from the period, Beck aims to demonstrate how the 
American film industry experienced a “renaissance of film aesthetics” through the adoption of 
techniques from parallel industries (Beck 7). 

While he concedes that abundant scholarly attention has been paid to the New American 
cinema, Beck suggests that it has overwhelmingly favoured the study of the visual aspects of the 
films alone. He contends that the study of film sound in this period has been sorely neglected, 
especially since the impact of advances in film sound practices during the late 1960s and 1970s 
can so readily be seen when one examines the films of the period. Thus, for Beck, film sound 
serves as an heuristic to explore facets of cinema’s history—its function in a certain period, 
modes of cinema-going and meaning-making, and inquiry into the changing systems of 
production. Moreover, while there remains a paucity of scholarship on film sound in the New 
American cinema, Beck also contends that the period remains misrepresented in narrativized 
histories of the Hollywood film industry. When it is discussed, Beck argues that it is 
characterized as an hermetic period, in which the experimentation of a few maverick filmmakers 
was all but forgotten by the beginning of the Blockbuster era. The intent of this book, then, is to 
refocus attention on those filmmakers. It aims to study their contributions to the use of sound in 
the aid of storytelling and the practice of filmmaking as both art and cultural commentary. 

T 
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Comprising a large number of case-study films, Designing Sound is roughly organized 
chronologically. Beck describes the book as a “compendium” of the advances in the use of sound 
in the American cinema (8). Rather than a narrativized historical recounting of the period, the 
book is best thought of as a series of essays in which Beck puts forth detailed, narrowly focused 
analyses of the use of sound in chosen films. The book is divided into three sections, and the 
first, entitled “General Trends,” lays out the historical antecedents of the New American cinema 
of the 1970s. Here, Beck sets up the context of the Hollywood of the late 1960s, one increasingly 
influenced by the aesthetics of international cinemas and parallel industries.  

Chapter 1, “The British Invasion,” delineates a direct connection between the sound 
aesthetics of the British Free Cinema movement and American films of the late 1960s. These 
include The Loved One (Tony Richardson, 1965), Point Blank (John Boorman, 1967), Petulia 
(Richard Lester, 1968), and Midnight Cowboy (John Schlesinger, 1969), each of which were 
directed by filmmakers who began their careers in Britain. These directors were influenced by 
the aesthetics of the Free Cinema movement, which emphasized observational techniques. Beck 
traces the ways those influences carried over into their American work, and how their films in 
turn went on to influence other American filmmakers. 

Chapter 2 charts the impact of American television and documentary aesthetics on 
cinema. As live news reporting became prevalent in the 1960s, the aesthetics of location shooting 
and sound were appropriated by filmmakers, who sought to emulate the kind of immediacy and 
perceptual realism they seemed to offer. New, increasingly portable technologies enabled greater 
freedom for the independent filmmakers who were the first to incorporate this new aesthetic into 
their work. This chapter includes analysis of David Holzman’s Diary (Jim McBride, 1967), 
Bonnie and Clyde (Arthur Penn, 1967), Medium Cool (Haskell Wexler, 1969), and Puzzle of a 
Downfall Child (Jerry Schatzberg, 1970). Chapter 3, “New Voices and Personal Sound Effects,” 
focuses on the years 1970 and 1971 during which directors working on the fringes of the 
Hollywood studios built upon the sound experiments begun in the 1960s. Films that helped to 
transfer those sound practices into mainstream productions including M*A*S*H (Robert Altman, 
1970), Monte Hellman’s anti-road movie Two Lane Blacktop (1971), Klute (Alan J. Pakula, 
1971), and THX 1138 (George Lucas, 1971), all of which are discussed in this chapter. 

In the book’s second section, “Director Case Studies,” Beck shifts his attention slightly to 
offer concentrated analyses of the work of three Hollywood directors—Francis Ford Coppola, 
Robert Altman, and Martin Scorsese. Highlighting the work of these three luminaries of the 
American filmmaking scene of the 1970s, Beck carries through from the preceding chapters to 
show how their films brought the sound experimentation of the late 1960s and the independent 
filmmaking scene into the mainstream. The production of each case study film has been 
extensively researched, and Beck offers useful insights and detailed close analysis of their uses 
of sound.  

Characterizations of each director’s approach to the use of sound shape the approach of 
each chapter. Coppola’s studio, American Zoetrope, facilitated a “collective” approach to 
filmmaking, with sound technicians like Walter Murch and Nat Boxer working collaboratively 
with the director, resulting in “dynamic experiments” in sound technique (87). Altman’s sound 
practice is similarly defined as “collaborative,” emphasizing complexly layered sound tracks and 
a rejection of the dialogue intelligibility central to the Classical Hollywood aesthetic. Finally, 
Martin Scorsese’s sound work is characterized as “dialectical” (129). Scorsese’s compilation 
scores of popular music are shown to comment on character subjectivity, in his Mean Streets 
(1973) and Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore (1974). Finally, the Bressonian-esque voice-over in 
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Taxi Driver (1976) is discussed as another method of structuring a complex dialectical 
relationship to character subjectivity.  

The final section of the book, “The Dolby Stereo Era,” is focused on the years 1975-
1980. Each chapter in this section discusses the emergence of Dolby Stereo as an industry 
standard. Chapter 8, “The Sound of Music,” focuses on compilation scores and in films like Hal 
Ashby’s Harold and Maude (1971), Shampoo (1975), and Coming Home (1978), and concert 
film The Last Waltz (Martin Scorsese, 1978). In Chapter 9, “The Sound of Spectacle,” Beck 
demonstrates the shift toward what he calls a “new classicism” in Hollywood. Here Beck offers 
lengthy analyses of the use of sound for spectacle in The Exorcist (William Friedkin, 1973) and 
Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977). The popularity of Star Wars created the first wave of Dolby 
Stereo aesthetics in which spectacle was emphasized through the sheer loudness and density of 
the soundtrack. In a series of observations about the Star Wars soundtrack, Beck demonstrates 
the difference between it and the collaborative sound work that characterized most of the other 
films he has discussed. Despite its shortcomings, the sound aesthetic established in Star Wars 
remained the standard for Dolby Stereo until the early 1990s. It is at this point, Beck argues, that 
more carefully constructed soundtracks in the work of directors like Wim Wenders began to 
utilize the technology to its fullest artistic potential.  

Despite making this claim, Beck does note three important exceptions, which he explores 
in the final chapter, “The Sound of Storytelling.” Beck shows how Dolby Stereo was used to 
create “hyperrealism” in the soundscape of Days of Heaven (Terrence Malick, 1978). 
Apocalypse Now (Francis Ford Coppola, 1979) is lauded as the “beginning of sound design” 
because it demonstrated the possibility for collaborative sound design which harnessed the 
powerful technical specifics of the Dolby system with great benefit to storytelling (207). Finally, 
in lieu of a conclusion, Beck offers a short coda in which he discusses the third exception, 
Raging Bull (Martin Scorsese, 1980). He argues its importance as the film that “solidified the 
conceptual resonance between sound and storytelling,” and in which Dolby was effectively used 
to expand the space of the story beyond the screen and into the auditorium (221).  

Thomas Elsaesser (2004) has characterized the American films of the 1970s as 
emblematic of a “pathos of failure” which had saturated the nation’s popular consciousness in 
that decade. However, while there has certainly been ample attention paid to American 
filmmaking in the 1970s, Beck argues that there is still a paucity of critical work that 
demonstrates the importance of American films of the 1970s to the development of cinema. 
Beyond the aesthetic changes they introduced, film sound practices of the 1970s served as a site 
for negotiation of an American identity during a period of flux. Doing away with models of 
cinematic practice associated with Classical Hollywood style, these approaches to film sound 
opened new forms of representation, in line with more radical socio-political perspectives (2). 
 Ultimately, I believe Beck succeeds in his goal of offering a broad re-examination of the 
practices of film sound in the New American Cinema. While many of the films discussed in the 
book are relatively standard texts of 1970s American cinema, Beck’s treatment makes for a 
refreshing re-examination of their importance in American film history. The tensions between 
the recognisability of these films as standard texts and Beck’s claims that they are 
“understudied” are softened by an approach which avoids a too-narrow idea of authorship. Since 
he relies so little on exegesis from other authors’ work, his insights into each film are largely 
original and done through the lens of sound practice. The research presented is detailed, and 
provides readers with a wealth of technical information as well as descriptions of the films’ 
production. This original research is the book’s main strength. 
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 Several inroads are made throughout the book to the question of labour and sound 
production. The most notable are the comparisons between the collaborative production styles 
enabled by relaxed union regulations versus the hierarchized labour necessitated by Dolby. In the 
book’s narrative-style historical timeline, the triumph of the Dolby Stereo system figures as a 
kind of wet-blanket which obfuscated the sound experiments of the 1970s, as those techniques 
developed were largely incompatible with the technical requirements of Dolby. Beck champions 
the collaborative production styles of 1970s directors, who worked closely with sound designers 
and technicians on their films, fostering new approaches to the use of film sound. However, as 
with most auteur studies, Beck’s work is disappointing in he focuses on male creative labour 
alone. While men’s labour is made visible, women’s labour still goes unrecognized. Elaine May, 
Claudia Weill, Barbara Loden, and others, whose work was equally important to the rise of the 
American independent movie scene in the 1970s, go unmentioned. While the narrative of 
Altman’s Nashville (1975) is praised for its unique “non-hierarchical narrative,” screenwriter 
Joan Tewkesbury is mentioned only once. She is treated as a peripheral figure to the 
development of this film, as one of Altman’s most esteemed works. 
 Similarly, Beck’s approach to the role of sound designers like Walter Murch is 
enthusiastic, if myopic. An interesting counterpoint to Beck’s assessment of Murch’s 
contributions can be found in Eric Dienstfrey’s recent essay “The Myth of the Speakers,” in 
which Dienstfrey argues that aesthetic innovations often attributed to Murch and Dolby Stereo 
were in fact only extensions of surround-sound practices already codified by Hollywood in 
previous decades. Indeed, Dienstfrey goes so far as to suggest that the myths perpetuated by the 
industry were a tool used by sound designers used to negotiate the value of their labour at a time 
of industrial instability. The coincidence of these two works, both of which were published in 
2016, suggests an ongoing trend in a critical re-examination of film sound practice as both a key 
to new forms of representation and as creative labour.  
 
 
 
Kyla Smith completed her MA in Film Studies at Concordia University. 
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hilippe-Alain Michaud’s latest book, Sur le film (On Film), is the culmination of a 
decade of reflection on film and its properties. This richly illustrated tome provides a 
fascinating account of a history of film taken “from its edges,” its “experimental 
margins” (Michaud 7).1 In the foreword, Michaud explains his choice of the word 

“film” over “cinema.” Cinema, he points out, refers to the “apparatus of public projection” that 
took shape in the nineteenth century. Film, on the other hand, does not refer to this spectacular 
aspect, but to “a way of thinking images” through the prism of movement and reproducibility 
(Ibid). Following Hollis Frampton, Michaud conceives of film as a set of properties that can be 
disjointed from the apparatus of projection: 
 

Cinema is a Greek word that means ‘movie.’ The illusion of movement is certainly an 
accustomed adjunct of the film image, but that illusion rests upon the assumption that the 
rate of change between successive frames may vary only within rather narrow limits. 
There is nothing in the structural logic of the filmstrip that can justify such an 
assumption. Therefore we reject it. From now on we will call our art simply: film. 
(Frampton, quoted in Michaud 105) 

 
This expanded vision allows Michaud to open the concept of film to various contemporary 
artistic practices, from experimental cinema to photography (Laurent Montaron, John 
Baldessari), sculpture (Constantin Brancusi, Susanna Fritscher) and performance (Robert 
Whitman). The author’s background as an art historian is manifest here, and it is as such that he 
intends to blur the boundaries of artistic media and create a new history of film, one that is 
“despecified” (despécifiée). 2  Michaud’s second and best known publication to date, Aby 
Warburg and the Image in Motion (2004), had already crystalized this desire to open art history 
to film and vice versa. In it, Michaud analyzes the oeuvre of art historian Aby Warburg as a pre-
cinematic conception of images, reading Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas as a cinematographic 
montage of images set in motion by the eye of the reader.3 Sur le film’s “despecified” approach 
                                                
1 All translations are those of the author. 
2 In the second chapter, Michaud attributes the challenge to medium specificity to Noël Carroll’s 
Theorizing the Moving Image (see Carroll 1-74), but does not engage with the history of the concept, 
perhaps to his disadvantage.  
3 See Warburg, 2000. 
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formulates a conception of film as “a widespread apparatus of transfers, generating phenomena 
of appearance” (58), emancipating film from representation towards presence and embodiment. 

However, in Sur le film Michaud provides spare theoretical framing and dives straight 
into the argument, relying on the reader to re-construct an introduction and a conclusion. Divided 
into six parts, the book first recounts the birth of film from the “deconstruction of space and of 
categories from which cinema as a form was instituted” (9). Part One, “The Origin of Film,” 
historicizes three facets of cinema and calls for an expanded conception of the moving image. 
The author rejects a conception of moving images that are “framed” by the legacy of a theatrical 
conception of space, by recalling experimental filmmakers’ attempts to break away from this 
spatial constraint and from an art of representation. He then traces a history of pre-cinematic 
exhibition, from natural history museums that used framing, lighting, dramatization and a 
compression of actions in “life groups,”4 to art exhibitions of the 1940s such as Frederic 
Kiesler’s Art of this Century, that developed a scenography of montage and mechanical 
movements. Creating a “static equivalent” to film’s properties (49), these exhibitions 
externalized film’s movements, while enabling a greater agency of the spectator.5 The last 
chapter of this section releases film from representation, by recalling structural filmmakers’ 
reflection on the materiality of the filmstrip.  

Part Two reflects on “The Construction of the Visible” through light and space. Structural 
and expanded cinema help to begin perceiving film as free from representation, continuous 
movement, and the screen itself. This, in turn, opens film to painting (such as Kubelka’s 
exhibition of his filmstrips) and sculpture (as with Anthony McCall’s projected light volumes). 
Part Three, “The Apparatus of the Real,” returns to the birth of cinema, with the photographic 
experiments of Eadweard Muybridge and Etienne-Jules Marey as well as Georges Méliès’ debt 
to magic spectacles, and questions our conception of film as a simple recorder of the world. He 
suggests that what pre-cinematographic forms reveal is that “spatiality and figurability do not 
precede movement: they are deduced from it” (179). By dissecting the object of cinema, 
Michaud separates it from representation and uncovers its revelatory capacities, making the 
world manifest. 

Parts Four to Six present a compendium of the variety of ways in which experimental 
filmmakers and artists work to “disjoint film’s properties” (light, time, movement) and “separate 
its constitutive elements” (photogram, light beam, screen) to reorganize them into new 
configurations (9). These chapters focus on phenomena of interaction between art forms and call 
for an expanded definition of film. Part Four, “Transfers,” traces the intersection of film with 
architecture (“The Invention of Modular Film,” 223-263), sculpture (“Per via di levare: Brancusi 
Films,” 264-277), painting and landscape (“Paintings of Film (or Cinema Turned Inside Out),” 
291-306). It therefore offers a “despecified” and expanded vision of film as a set of properties 
that can be disjointed and reformulated through different media. Part Five, “Remaking, 
Remaking Oneself, Being Remade,” explores found footage and remakes as reflexive forms that 
enable a conception of the history of film as self-referential, circular and non-linear (365): film 
“does not reproduce the world, it reproduces itself through the images that it retains from it” 

                                                
4 See Allison Griffiths’ article ““Journeys for Those Who Cannot Travel” Promenade Cinema and the 
Museum Life Group” (1996). 
5 See Edward Steichen, A Life in Photography: “In the cinema and television, the image is revealed at a 
pace set by the director. In the exhibition gallery, the visitor establishes his own pace” (Steichen 227; 
quoted in Michaud 49). 
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(424). For Michaud, it is through rewriting and reusing that film is brought back to the 
phenomena of pictoriality (as with Ken Jacobs’s use of found footage and close-ups in Tom, 
Tom, the Piper's Son (1969), or Jack Smith’s figure of the transvestite in Flaming Creatures 
(1963)). Finally, Michaud concludes the book on the oeuvre of John Baldessari in part six, the 
“Failure in Representation.” In this section, he analyses Baldessari’s cinematographic conception 
of painting, where canvas becomes frame, script becomes image, and collage becomes montage. 
However, Baldessari’s playful cinema is deceitful, and relies on failed effects. The absence of a 
concluding note following this chapter leaves the reader wondering why Michaud has chosen to 
settle on a conception of cinema as a series of failed tricks. Like Baldessari, the author 
formulates questions without suggesting answers, and without providing a definition of what 
film really is. 

The majority of the chapters in this book are reworkings of previous articles and 
publications, which produce a sense of déjà-vu in a reader already familiar with Michaud’s 
work.6 However, contrary to his previous collection of essays Sketches. Histoire de l’art, cinéma 
(2006), which provided only a sparse structure for the chapters, Sur le film succeeds in creating a 
fluid succession of themes and concepts. Despite its fragmented structure, the book is 
constructed as a dissection, layer by layer, of the concept of the “moving image.” Each chapter 
provides an inquiry into a different facet of film. This method is indebted to Michaud’s curatorial 
approach of film.  

Indeed, besides teaching and writing, Philippe-Alain Michaud curates for the Department 
of Film of the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. In this capacity, he directed an exhibition 
entitled The Movement of Images in 2006-2007, where he applied his expanded definition of film 
to the scenography of the entire museum’s collections.7 The exhibition offered the possibility to 
rethink the collection of the Parisian Museum of Modern Art through the prism of cinema, “the 
movement of images.” Artworks were therefore organized along four main axes: “unwinding,” 
“montage,” “projection” and “narrative,” offering a redefinition of the cinematographic 
experience expanded to all fine arts. In the same manner as the present book, Michaud dissects 
the object of “film,” guiding spectators through its various facets. In some ways, Sur le film 
functions as a promenade through the history and theory of film itself. Like the exhibition, it is 
richly illustrated and emphasizes textual analysis, leading the reader through the fluid use of 
visual cues. Indeed, Michaud’s work as a curator and researcher is marked by his reliance on 
visual material and his gesture towards unlocking cinema to other artistic forms of expression. 
 
 
 
Lola Rémy is a doctoral student in Film and Moving Image Studies at Concordia University. 
 
  

                                                
6 Among others, the chapters concerning Etienne-Jules Marey, and the figure of the transvestite, are 
rewritings of similar chapters in Sketches. History of Art, Cinema. His analysis of Mark Lewis’s films was 
also published in the catalog of the Liverpool exhibition of the filmmaker in 2006. (See “Note on Chapter 
Sources,” 458-459.) 
7 “The Movement of Images,” Centre Pompidou, Paris, April 9 2006 – January 29 2007. 



When Curating Meets Film Theory (Review) 

Synoptique Vol. 5, No. 2 (Winter 2017) 109 

References 
 
Carroll, Noël. Theorizing the Moving Image. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 
 
Frampton, Hollis. Circles of Confusion: Film, Photography, Video: Texts, 1968-1980. Rochester: 
Visual Studies Workshop Press, 1983. 
 
Griffiths, Alison. ““Journeys for Those Who Cannot Travel” Promenade Cinema and the 
Museum Life Group.” Wide Angle 18.3 (1996): 53-84. 
 
Michaud, Philippe-Alain. Aby Warburg and the Image in Motion. Trans. Sophie Hawkes. 
Brooklyn: Zone Books, 2004. 
 
--- (dir.). Le Mouvement des images. Paris: Editions du Centre Pompidou, 2006. 
 
---. Sketches. Histoire de l’art, cinéma. Paris: Kargo & l’éclat, 2006. 
 
Steichen, Edward. A Life in Photography. Garden City: Doubleday, 1963. 
 
Warburg, Aby. Der Bilderatlas Mnemosyne. Berlin: AkademieVerlag, 2000. 



	

Synoptique Vol. 5, No. 2 (Winter 2017) 

 
 
Wandering into the Space of Imagination 
 
Chris Pallant, ed. Animated Landscapes: History, Form and Function. New York: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015. 321 pages. 
 
 
Reviewed by Oslavi Linares Martínez 
 
 
 

nimated Landscapes offers animation and media scholars multiple considerations 
on the history, function, and potential of an often-neglected subject in animation 
studies: animated space itself. Going beyond the topics of background and setting, 
editor Chris Pallant seeks “to advance our understanding of the animated landscape 

through discussions of history, form and function.”1 
The result is a series of analyses examining what animated space is, has been, and could 

be through different techniques, locales, and artistic practices. In other words, the volume views 
animated space through different lenses and in relation to different aspects of visual culture and 
everyday life. The book’s five sections cover historical, formal, and functional aspects of 
animation’s constructed space and its relation to the real world and to spectators. The first 
section deals with the formal histories of drawn, stop-motion, and tridimensional computer 
graphics imaging (3D CGI). The second consists of national histories, focusing alternatively on 
aesthetic lineages, particular animators, or environmental depictions from non-western countries. 
Section Three examines animated space as a site of travel and memory. This formal review is 
extended into the fourth part, which focuses on lesser known subjects like projection mapping, 
animated sports, and CGI zombies. The final section’s two essays speculate on video games’ 
interactive landscapes, one examining their visual logic and the other their aesthetic of sublime. 

One gets a sense of the expansive scope of this volume from the first chapter’s opening 
words, in which Bryan Hawkins writes about drawing “as a technology of the imagination.” He 
then goes on to explore its historical portrayal of the future, and the way it mediates between 
humans and the natural world.2 In another essay, Mihaela Mihailova advocates for the traditional 
techniques of Latvian animation and notes their unique portrayal of female sexuality.3 The 
following contribution from María Lorenzo Hernández features three case studies of animated 
travelogues and how they not only recreate locations but spaces of personal memory.4 In chapter 
twelve, Paul Wells compares the constructed spaces of sport with those of animation, and how 

																																																													
1 Chris Pallant, “Introduction,” in Animated Landscapes: History, Form and Function, ed. Chris Pallant 
(New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015), 9. 
2 Bryan Hawkins, “Seeing in Dreams,” in Animated Landscapes, 15. 
3 Mihaela Mihailova,”Latvian Animation: Landscapes of Resistance,” in Animated Landscapes, 125. 
4 María Lorenzo Hernández, “The Landscape in the Memory: Animated Travel Diaries,” in Animated 
Landscapes, 145. 
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these offer “alternative modes of reality.”5 In chapter fifteen, Alan Meades offers a return and 
departure from the primordial considerations of the first chapter, and looks at the possibilities 
animated space offers to disclose the technological sublime, hidden by our user interfaces but 
rendered overwhelmingly through glitches in the system.6  

Animated Landscapes is in many ways a site of convergence. The authors address 
different techniques, histories, and themes of animation, and write about these subjects from 
different national traditions and scholarly backgrounds, from art-history to ecology, anime 
studies to feminism, passing through animation, film, and media scholarship. This is particularly 
evident in the second section on “National Perspectives,” where the contributors write about 
animation histories from Australia, Japan, China, and Latvia and address topics such as 
environmental politics, aboriginal rights, and female sexuality. This diversity allows the 
anthology to introduce not only new ideas, but also new voices, from well-known figures like 
Paul Wells to emerging scholars like Kiu-wai Chu.  

Perhaps the anthology’s novel approach accounts for some minor shortcomings, namely, 
the omission of historical developments in animation and of other scholars directly concerned 
with the animated landscape. The title implies a more comprehensive and systematic historical 
review of animated space and its technical realization, which the anthology unfortunately fails to 
address. A notable omission is Walt Disney’s multiplane camera system, even among the essays 
concerned with traditional cel animation. This device was a vertical setup consisting of a camera 
and underlying layers of glass planes that could create in-depth movement for the effect of 
spatial believability. Its influence can be seen in today’s two-dimensional (2D) software and 
composting with computer generated imagery (CGI).7 Another omission is the use of layers in 
Japanese cel animation, which achieves a different effect of movement into depth by sliding the 
layers horizontally, what Thomas Lamarre calls “open compositing,” and also allows for 
techniques of limited animation.8 

Nevertheless, it would be unfair to devalue the originality of the anthology for these 
omissions. Instead, these absences attest to the novelty of the featured essays. Moreover, the 
book atones for this by including lesser-known historical developments, like Pixar Animation 
Studios’ rendering feats in Malcolm Cook’s contribution or the numerous national histories in 
the second part of the anthology. Pallant himself offers an innovative vision of animated space in 
his introduction. To consider the different types of animated spaces, he uses Maureen Furniss’ 
concept of abstract and mimetic aesthetic poles in animation, adding to it the dimension of 
interactivity.9 This consideration of interactivity reverberates through the book’s chapters, as 
many of the authors stress the relation between the animated landscape and the actual world 
(addressing natural ecologies, technological feats, travel routes, transportation, locales of sport, 

																																																													
5 Paul Wells, “Plasmatic Pitches, Temporal Tracks and Conceptual Courts: The Landscapes of Animated 
Sport,” in Animated Landscapes, 220. 
6 Alan Meades, “Beyond the Animated Landscape: Videogame Glitches and the Sublime,” in Animated 
Landscapes, 269. 
7 Giannalberto Bendazzi, Cartoons: One Hundred Years of Cinema Animation (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1994), 65. 
8 Thomas Lamarre, The Anime Machine: A Media Theory of Animation (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2009), 37-38, 189, 190. 
9 Pallant, “Introduction,” 6. 
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and art) or between animated space and the mind (depiction of memories, visual logic, visual 
representation, and the sublime). 

As a whole, the diverse body of considerations in Animated Landscapes offers a starting 
point for expanding the field of visual culture. Its multinational approach and variety of 
reflections on animation will be of interest to animation scholars, practitioners of animation and 
film, and others wanting to learn more about the history and future of this medium. The inclusion 
of national histories offers a much-needed global awareness to animation practices beyond the 
Western world, while theoretical considerations of animated space bridge art and philosophy. In 
this regard, the book’s arguments are valuable in an age where digital cinema, video games, and 
virtual reality promise to turn the world into an animated space. 

 
 
 

Oslavi Linares Martínez is a Master’s student in Film Studies at the Mel Hoppenheim School of 
Cinema, at Concordia University.  
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Fig. 1 Carbon Tower, 3D-Printed Model (Testa & Weiser 2006). 
 
 
 

he Canadian Centre for Architecture’s Archaeology of the Digital project consisted of 
three yearlong exhibits, interviews, a conference, a book, multiple digital publications, 
and even a Tonight Show style “chat show” broadcasted on the internet. With the final 
exhibit having closed in October, it is finally time to take stock of this expansive and 

ambitious project. Directed by architect and influential theorist Greg Lynn, the purpose of 
Archaeology of the Digital is to document how digital tools became a part of the architectural 
design process between the 1980s and 2000s. While the case studies featured in this project were 
often the product of extensive theorization, theoretical discussions are conspicuously absent from 
the exhibits of Archaeology of the Digital. Instead, Lynn opts for a media archaeology-style 
approach that focuses on specific practices and technologies. While this approach provides for 
the inclusion of minor practices that would be neglected by expansive theories, to neglect 
sweeping theorization is to neglect a major activity that shaped architecture in this time period.  
 The exhibits of Archaeology of the Digital were broken into three sections over three 
years: an initial eponymous exhibit, a second exhibit titled Media and Machines, and a third 
titled Complexity and Convention. The exhibits’ focus is not early experimentation and 
theorization, but instead the practical and concrete ways established architects used digital 
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technology in their projects.1 For this reason, Archaeology of the Digital is centered around 
twenty-five specific projects by prominent architects and designers such as Chuck Hoberman, 
Peter Eisenman and Frank Gehry. Following media archaeological principals set down by media 
theorist Wolfgang Ernst, the exhibits seek to put these architectural projects in their functioning 
technical context. Ernst's archaeological approach holds that if we study media as they function 
in their technical a priori we can resist weaving them into a genealogical narrative and better 
understand them in their synchronic slice of history.2 Objects featured in the exhibits include 
original computers, iterations of models, working drawings, C&C models, CAD printouts, and 
functioning structural members. This archaeological frame notwithstanding, the presentation of 
many other forms of media were considerably compromised. As Lynn notes, many of the 
original data files for these projects were not archived or there no longer exists software capable 
of opening the files.3 Thus, the curators often had to settle for images and mpeg videos of what 
should have been 3D data files. These pictures and videos were displayed on tablets and 
projectors, which gives the observer the mistaken impression that they are seeing the original 
files. This is a failure from a media archaeology perspective, because these files are not being 
shown in their original functional technological context. But clearly the curators did the best that 
they could given these limitations.  
 Although the projects profiled in the exhibits vary greatly, one theoretical construct 
informs almost all of them: virtual motion. One might get the impression from Archaeology of 
the Digital that virtual motion emerged organically from experimentation with digital 
technology, however it is important to note that there was a substantial cultural and discursive 
component as well. Virtual motion allows architecture to escape from its confinement in stasis 
and all that stasis entails. The virtual affords forms of motion that the actual does not. A virtual 
architecture constructed and rendered in 3D animation can be navigated virtually and transform 
in ways actual architecture cannot. Design projects featured in Archaeology of the Digital go 
even further, imbuing actual physical structures with the qualities of virtual movement through 
specific design processes; a practice which Lynn himself theorized in the late 1990s in his book, 
Animate Form.  
 Lynn’s theoretical work demonstrates that computer design affords the possibility of 
designing with continuous mathematical equations. The “Spline” for example, creates a 
continuous curve which describes relative positions through a single equation rather than using 
Cartesian “X, Y, Z” coordinates.4 This enables designers to work with topological shapes such as 
a Klein bottles or Mobius strips, shapes that consist of a single surface, which can exist 
theoretically or virtually but not physically. Topological description encompasses all possibilities 
of deformation. For example, a torus (doughnut) and a coffee mug shape are one in the same 
topologically because they both consist of a surface with a hole. This deformation is a kind of 

                                                
1 Greg Lynn and Mirko Zardini, Archaeology of the Digital: Peter Eisenman, Frank Gehry, Chuck 
Hoberman, Shoei Yoh (Montreal: Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2013), 1. 
2 Wolfgang Ernst, “Media Archaeography,” in Digital Memory and the Archive, 55-73. Ed. Jussi Parikka, 
accessed July 25, 2016, http://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/digital-memory-and-the-
archive. 
3 Greg Lynn, “Archaeology of the Digital: Complexity and Convention,” The Canadian Centre for 
Architecture, accessed July 25, 2016, http://www.cca.qc.ca/en/calendar. 
4 Greg Lynn, “Animate Form,” in Animate Form (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1999), 20. 
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motion that is informed by a processual way of thinking, in the vein of Bergson or Whitehead: 
motion as change, as duration. From this perspective motion is not a spatial course from “a” to 
“b” over linear time, but the total potential for change of any kind. For example, the H20expo by 
NOX seems to consist of a single curving surface, rather than a structure with in an interior and 
exterior. While this transformation is frozen in the final design, its form still contains the shape 
of this topological design process. These techniques allow designers to imbue shapes with 
transformations, processes, changes, or movements.  
 Another example of “animate form,” as Lynn theorized it, is the use of virtual “forces” to 
form a shape. As Lynn writes, working in a virtual space allows forces to be “stored as 
information in the shape of the form.”5 For example, the Complexity and Convention exhibit 
features a room full of cases where architects used computation fluid dynamics (CFD) to create a 
design. One example is the roof of the Odawara / Galaxy Sport Complex by Shoei Yoh, which 
was designed by simulating wind forces. This can be an engineering-oriented process, but it is 
not necessarily about making a building aerodynamic. These processes can simply be used to 
achieve a certain look or to embody a certain concept of design.  
 Simulation processes need not even be based in real physics. They can simply be a way 
to use the creative potential of algorithmic processes. A simulation can produce a shape entirely 
on its own, as is the case with Karl Chu's Xphylum project. An architect can provide a set of 
inputs that will, through non-linear processes of complexity or stochastics, produce an output 
that exceeds its input. With a few simple equations one can produce exquisitely complex or 
unpredictable shapes. Another example of this is Carbon Tower by Testa & Weiser. This design 
team developed a plugin for Alias 3D graphics software, called Weaver, which automatically 
generated complex interlinking shapes (Fig. 1). In cases such as Carbon Tower and Xphylum, the 
architects share creative agency with the algorithm, and the forms they produce contain the 
processual virtual motion involved in their creation.  
 The Archaeology of the Digital prompts us to think about virtual motion, or animate 
form, as something that sprouted from both the affordances provided by digital technology and 
the way designers conceptualized what digital technologies could do. While this may be true, it 
is important to remember that there were more discourses impinging on these designs than just 
“the digital.” Indeed, the use of these techniques seems rather forced in some cases. Sometimes 
virtual motion is a fundamental and necessary principal of design, such as Asymptote’s entirely 
digital New York Stock Exchange Virtual Trading Floor. Other times deformation is built into 
physical structures, such as dECOi Architects' HypoSurface. But why use complicated 
processual techniques to design an otherwise static building? Actual architecture seems rather a 
bad fit for these concepts. Clearly, then, there are motivations shaping these design approaches 
that are not practical and technical but cultural and conceptual. Virtual motion is a way of taking 
architecture beyond the things which defined it in modernity. Modern architecture was concrete 
and static, it was organized and it put up barriers and shaped visibilities. Theories about society, 
economics, politics and human behaviour were built into static, simple, abrupt shapes. But 
modern architecture sometimes acts as a monument to the naivety of modern thought. The 
simplicity of their shapes represents the simplicity of the theories behind them. The High-minded 
“béton brut” public housing blocs of the post-war period were designed with the greatest of 
confidence, but the many factors that their designers failed to account for became all too obvious 

                                                
5 Ibid, 11. 
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once the residents moved in. The modernist paradigm of design came up short against the messy 
and unpredictable complexity of reality.   
 The design projects featured in Archaeology of the Digital use virtual motion to try to 
move past the definition of architecture in modernity. Simulation provides the opportunity to test 
designs for how they will function in an unpredictable world. Finite Element Analysis allows the 
design of intricately detailed structures of any shape. Complex and curvy forms of geometry 
seem to communicate an end to square, solid barriers. People move through these shapes 
unimpeded, like flowing water. Buildings are no longer “enclosures” but instead “modulations,” 
as Gilles Deleuze puts it.6 The virtual movement built into the form of these structures suggests 
their ability to respond to the world in a cybernetic fashion; something the pneumatic moving 
structures and the structures that incorporate “augmented reality” are literally capable of doing. 
Lynn does his best to avoid theoretical discussions about these topics in the voluminous literature 
produced by Archaeology of the Digital. Instead he focuses on the practicalities of the design 
process, how digital tools were actually used. While this is certainly a worthwhile activity, and 
one which is supported by Ernst's archaeological methodology, it does not provide a complete 
picture of architectural design in this period. There is a historical a priori at work here that is 
discursive, that exceeds the technical and material. These architects were theorizing more than 
just the digital.  
 
 
 
Jordan Gowanlock is a doctoral candidate in Film and Moving Image Studies at Concordia 
University. 
  

                                                
6 Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on the Societies of Control,” October 59 (1992). 
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