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FOREWORD
Dudley Andrew

| never apologize for combining the word “art” with the word
“cinema.” You would need a nineteenth-century conception of art—a
cliché even then—to cast it as effete. After Freud, Trotsky, Benjamin,
and Adorno, after futurism, constructivism, dada, surrealism, and
the explosion of pop, it seems hard to remember that art—and the art
film—was once considered the spiritual playground or retreat of a
bourgeois elite. True, there had been “Film d’Art” around 1910, best
remembered for the black-tie audience assembled for the premiere of
L’Assassinat du duc de Guise at the Paris Opéra with music composed
by Saint-Saens. And in the 1920s certain patrons of “The Seventh
Art” treated cinema as though it were a debutante being introduced
into high society. In Film as Art (Film als Kunst, 1932) Rudolf Arnheim
consolidated the aesthetic principles achieved toward the end of the
silent era, principles based on classical painting (balance, emphasis,
discretion, and so forth). But Duchamp, Leger, and Bufiuel had
already blustered in to spoil the ball.

When cinema next attached itself to art, after the Second World
War, it was not to emulate the forms and functions of painting or
drama, but to adopt the intensity of their creation and experience.

” o« LMo«

For even when it is seemingly “ready-made,” “trouvé,” “informe,” or
“absurd,” art is exigent in the demands it makes on makers and
viewers. Art cinema is “ambitious,” the word with which Francois
Truffaut characterized the filmmakers he championed, the film-

maker he wanted to become. If cineastes are artists, it is because they
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partake of the ambition of genuine novelists, painters, and sculptors
to supersede the norm, each in his own domain.

In 1972 Victor Perkins answered Film as Art with his own Film as
Film. We loved this title. It demonstrated that cinema had arrived,
had come into its own and no longer needed the corroboration of
established aesthetics to be taken seriously. A terrific book, it pointed
to the most telling and complex moments within a spectrum of
films from Hollywood genre pieces to silent classics. As his title
announced, Perkins oriented us to experience and to explore films
on their own terms. He adjusted his rhetoric so as to enter not so
much the discourse as the world projected before him. You can argue
that art cinema, like art in general, serves contradictory functions
(as cultural capital—indeed as actual capital—as propaganda or cri-
tique of ideology, as mass entertainment, etc); but those who live
their lives in tandem with cinema care precisely about the function
of film as film, even while understanding it to be congenitally
impure—as Bazin insisted—and enmeshed in the terrestrial and
the social.

Global Art Cinema: the first adjective of this title binds what it mod-
ifies to a mesh of relations that keep the whole thing from floating up
and away like a balloon. At the same time “Art Cinema” is by defini-
tion pan-national, following the urge of every ambitious film to take
off from its point of release, so as to encounter other viewers, and
other movies, elsewhere and later. The title in fact begs a question
debated in comparative literature over the vexed term, dating from
Goethe, of Weltliteratur. For David Damrosch, a text joins the com-
munity of world literature when it finds sustained reception beyond
the borders of the specific community out of which it arose. World
literature comprises not just a huge bibliography of works, but more
pertinently the complex interactions among these works, as they form
the mixed traditions absorbed by later writers, as they are consumed
by various communities of readers, and as they are tracked and inter-
preted by scholars and academics. Perched on the promontories of
their carefully erected theories, scholars have been tempted to sense
intelligent design in the evolution of world literature. On behalf of
literature they take note of contributions that come from unlikely
quarters where new topics, new techniques, and new generic hybrids
stretch language across more and more realms and types of experi-
ence. As for the rest of writing (all those newspaper essays and serial
stories that are thrown away, those folktales never leaving the local
language, that doggerel whose echoes remain in homes and cafés), is
this not material for the anthropologist more than the literary scholar?
Such materials give insights into what is valued by individuals and
groups, but, if never translated, these texts interact not at all with



readers outside the community. Goethe and Damrosch would leave
them alone, and so does global art cinema.

No one would dispute the value of the visual culture of any given
time or place, or even the beauty of some of its expressions; no one
would doubt the artistry, intelligence, and wit that has gone into in-
numerable state-commissioned documentaries, popular television
shows, advertisements, home movies, and episodes of local film
series. But insofar as these remain within the culture, discovered per-
haps by scholars interested in those cultures, they do not participate
in the cultural economy of world film and certainly do not belong to
anything one would label global art cinema.

The latter might best be thought of as festival fare, since today
every film programmed by an international festival becomes de facto
visible to spectators anywhere on the globe who seek out distinctive
movies. In the early days of festivals, titles were selected by national
commissions to go abroad, whereas today festivals select what they
show, sometimes even commissioning work by artists they deem tal-
ented. This does not upset the rapport of national culture to the cul-
ture of the cinephile, but it accelerates its movement. For example, of
the hundred films made each year in the Philippines this past decade,
only fifteen or so can be identified as part of the Philippine art ci-
nema, specifically those that have been selected to be screened abroad.
Whereas it took the Taiwanese new wave several years to penetrate
the international market, the Philippine titles in today’s global net-
work have instantly left their imprint, altering the profile of Asian
cinema in toto. So there would seem to be two distinct Philippine
cinemas, one belonging to a specific culture bound principally by the
Tagalog language, and the other taken up by a polyglot international
audience who can access these films at festivals or download them on
their computers.

To take an even clearer example, every other year FESPACO (Fes-
tival du Cinéma Panafricain) screens about 100 films from Franco-
phone African countries, both sub-Saharan and Maghrebian, as well
as an increasing number of titles from South Africa and Zimbabwe.
My students learn the names of cineastes from Senegal, Mali, and
Burkina Faso whose work is funded in Europe and who expect to be
screened on several continents, then distributed on DVD through
the Parisian outlet Cine3mondes. Only one Nigerian film, however,
has ever been showcased at FESPACO or been treated to the chance
at wide reception, despite the fact that Nigeria produces an estimated
1,500 videofilms annually. Ezra, which took top prize at that festival
in 2007, was, you might suspect, an exception to Nollywood, financed
as it was mainly outside Nigeria (by ARTE), with screenings in Paris
and a brief run in New York. Otherwise Nollywood has been an
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antiglobal phenomenon of stupendous proportions, worth a place in
a course on world cinema, but a place apart. Whereas FESPACO ti-
tles attract local and “tourist” audiences, exhibiting a dialectic cen-
tral to my course’s conception of world cinema, Nollywood doesn’t
look out for us, and hasn’t been concerned about our reaction. Hence
it gets treated, if at all, as rich anthropological material, a vibrant folk
expression, grassroots graffiti, not meant for viewers outside the
community. Of course these videofilms now crop up in London,
New York, Toronto, and New Haven, wherever the diasporic com-
munity thrives. And some titles may well drift beyond these commu-
nities to be discovered by a broader audience, in the manner of
certain Bollywood films recently. This could include some “classic
title” that was made in the early years of this folk phenomenon, now
rediscovered and singled out for a festival showing or DVD release
because a cultural entrepreneur thought it had something to show
(or say) to seasoned film viewers. The distinction between local and
international is thus not about value, but about address. What
“global” adds to all this is simultaneity. We used to discover local
films belatedly and gradually. Look at the example of Mizoguchi or
of the Yugoslavian “black wave” of the 1960s and 1970s. Today,
however, an art film made in Tajikistan may well be seen in Japan
before it screens at home.

As for the designation “art” within global art cinema, the local plays
a key role. T have always credited art, and particularly film art, with
exposing or figuring phenomena previously unrepresented. I rely for
this on Bazin’s incomparably crucial distinction between realism as a
set of conventions and neorealism as a moral attitude toward the
alterity of what is nearby. In his day, La terra trema allowed all of Italy,
and then the world at large, to hear for the first time the sounds (the
poetry) of Sicilian dialect, and to sense the complex economy linking
extended families to larger social groups, and those groups to both an
exploitative economy that went beyond the visible and the fishing
fields themselves, including the boats and nets and human beings
that make it into an industry. As Giorgio De Vincenti understood,
perhaps before anyone else, modernist cinema arose when new real-
ities such as this one in postwar Italy forced filmmakers into concoct-
ing ingenious narrative and stylistic strategies to bring them onto the
plane of expression.
From neorealism flowed the various new waves of the 1960s and of
the 1980s, the core of what has become global art cinema. Take Tai-
wan in 1983. Hou Hsiao-hsien had little schooling in world cinema;
effectively a cog in the Taiwanese genre system of the 1970s, Hong
Kong films comprised most of what he took to be foreign fare. Yet,
when given a chance, he came up with his distinctive style in response



to a need to represent the invisible peoples of Taiwan and their
unheard voices. A literary neorealism preceded him there, it must be
said, just as Elio Vittorini preceded Visconti in giving voice to Sicilian
language and concerns. The style Hou Hsiao-hsien perfected during
the 1980s, leading to his triumph at Venice with City of Sadness, did
not involve studying global cinema or international modernism; it
came about as he worked out solutions to problems in representation
posed by the local (historical) situation he was determined to do
justice to.

Might we expect another such talent, nearly autodidact, to arise
somewhere else? Should we be looking near and far? Probably not.
Since the 1980s, VHS tapes and then DVDs have made every ambi-
tious filmmaker perforce a global artist. True, festivals reward nov-
elty. They seek it out and they provoke it. They tempt filmmakers into
stylistic postures that are calculated to sit attractively and prominently
within a spectrum of other styles that the filmmaker has undoubtedly
already examined. More often, the novelty needed to keep the economy
of film art moving ahead is produced through generic hybrids. Festi-
vals are hothouses where such hybrids are concocted, take root, and
eventually flower; this is where a European cameraperson can meet a
Chinese designer at dinner with a Japanese producer interested in
exploiting a variant of the ghost-melodrama or horror-comedy. I don’t
mean to sound cynical. Such hothouses “force” the flowering of films
that are often wonderful to see. But we should be alert to disingen-
uous hyping, whether of supposedly innocent auteurs or of brand-
new new waves. The very idea of “independent cinema” has been
altered by what is now a fully global network that makes every film
quite “dependent.”

Yet these new conditions have not fundamentally altered condi-
tions that have been with cinema for most of its existence. Distribu-
tors, exhibitors, and, above all, critics, have always identified notable
titles, trying to amplify them so they could be recognized above the
hum of standard industrial fare. Even before festivals began collect-
ing each year’s most talented cinematic voices, distinctions were
made. Whether or not “art cinema” named such distinctions, exporters
aimed to sell what films they could abroad. In the period I know best,
France in the 1930s, out of about 130 films made each year, a score
found themselves shipped out of the country, where they interacted
with other export films in an unofficial competition. Poetic realist ti-
tles by Carné, Duvivier, Feyder, Renoir, and Grémillon were viewed
throughout Europe, and then were acclaimed in Japan, and played
well in Latin America. They were treated as sophisticated and “artis-
tic,” first in comparison with other internationally distributed films,
and then in relation to standard fare wherever they played. Standard
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fare, including the more than one hundred French films that never
left the country, kept the national system afloat and arguably better
defined the national community and its values than did those early
avatars of global art cinema.

To distinguish not just particular styles in the 1930s, but larger
contexts affecting production, reception, and film culture (criticism,
government support or regulation, advertising and exhibition strat-
egies), I came up with the neologism optique. In the context of this
anthology, I would distinguish three optiques that have been opera-
tive for a long time, even while technological and social develop-
ments have caused them to vary: (1) national folk films, (2) global
entertainment movies, and (3) international art cinema. The first
category covers Nollywood, as we have seen, nearly invisible outside
the Nigerian community, but also those massively popular genres
scarcely comprehensible outside the community that they address
and express (Tagalog comedies, German heimat melodramas, etc.).
The second category, apparently ascendant in our era, includes
blockbusters, to be sure, but most Hollywood films as well, whose
income derives more from offshore than domestic performance.
Pan-national genre productions, like Asian horror, spaghetti west-
erns, and Swedish soft-core, show that the global optique need not
address all spectators everywhere, but can target a subset that glob-
alization allows them to locate. Television series made in Mexico or
Korea but viewed in the Middle East, Africa, Russia, and by individ-
uals in the United States have added a new dimension to this global
entertainment category.

Festivals and critics work tirelessly to distinguish the third optique,
lest “art cinema” be taken as merely a niche genre of this second cat-
egory. Thus no festival that I know of calls itself “global,” while many
are called “international” or “world” events. Hence the provocation
and the challenge of this anthology’s title and mission. What used to
be treated as a tension between national values and the international
market, today takes place across a global network that has absorbed
both. The Web is quickly providing new distribution channels, for-
mats, and cultures of reception. Those frightened by such a seem-
ingly unregulated proliferation need only remember recent clashes of
national and “art cinema.” Such was his pique at the treatment he
had been given in Taiwan that Edward Yang could produce an inter-
national art-house (and global DVD) hit like Yi Yi, yet refuse to let the
film play in his native country where it was shot. The struggles film-
makers face at home often generate the heat that forges the strength
of their creations. Jia Zhangke charisma derives in large part from
the difficulties, even the hostility, with which he has been treated in
China. The existence of something like “global art cinema” is, in his



case, literally a saving grace. And what he has produced under that
mantle graces us all.

By whatever name we call it, may the optique that informs ambitious
filmmakers continue to galvanize ambitious viewers (let’s not call
ourselves consumers), so that a vibrant film culture may grow in
response to strong films and to the realities they figure.
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INTRODUCTION: THE IMPURITY OF ART
CINEMA

Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover

For over fifty years, art cinema has provided an essential model for audiences, film-
makers, and critics to imagine cinema outside Hollywood. At various points, it has
intersected with popular genres, national cinemas, revolutionary film, and the avant-
garde, and has mixed corporate, state, and independent capital. An elastically hybrid
category, art cinema has nonetheless sustained an astonishing discursive currency in
contemporary film culture. This book uses art cinema’s mongrel identity to explore
central questions for current film scholarship. Since the term “art cinema” has always
simultaneously invoked industrial, generic, and aesthetic categories, a current reck-
oning of the field exposes otherwise unseen geopolitical fault lines of world cinema.
Despite its more conservative connotations, art cinema retains at its core both a com-
parativist impulse and an internationalist scope that might be productively brought to
bear on globalized culture. From our perspective, art cinema has from its beginnings
forged a relationship between the aesthetic and the geopolitical or, in other words,
between cinema and world. Thus, it is the critical category best placed to engage
pressing contemporary questions of globalization, world culture, and how the eco-
nomics of cinema’s transnational flows might intersect with trajectories of film form.
Because of its flexibility as a category, the term “art cinema” can be an unreliable label.
In fact, it names a dynamic and contested terrain where film histories intersect with
the larger theoretical questions of the image and its travels. Global Art Cinema outlines
new shapes and boundaries for art cinema, rejecting the commercial logic of ever-
burgeoning markets, as well as conventional progressive histories of style and the
myths of transmission from core to periphery. The collection thinks comparatively on
topics often addressed only locally, focusing on intersections in the emergence, recep-
tion, and status of international cinema.
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How does one approach such a complex category? One possible entry point to
the field of global art cinema is The International Film Guide, an annual survey of film
production, published since 1964, and aimed primarily at distributors, critics, and other
film professionals. As an archive of writing on international film, the Guide provides
detailed evidence of which films, countries, and directors took part in critical debate and
industrial exchange, while as a historical document, it powerfully indexes the changing
discursive terrain of art cinema. Addressed to those audiences interested in “serious
cinema,” its inaugural editorial argued for quality films, specialist cinemas, and the
need to secure “a wider and more thorough distribution of overseas films d’art.”! With-
out using the term “art cinema,” it clearly outlined the category’s institutional terrain:
overtly artistic textuality, art-house theater exhibition, and the international circulation
of foreign films. In perusing the guide from the 1960s to the present, we can trace the
emergence of art cinema as a central term. Moreover, we see vividly mapped art cine-
ma’s development as a geographically organized force field, centered around a Euro-
American critical and industrial infrastructure. The guide’s very first “directors of the
year” were Luchino Visconti, Orson Welles, Francois Truffaut, Andrej Wajda, and
Alfred Hitchcock, and subsequent years added a canonical array of mostly West Euro-
pean auteurs (Federico Fellini, Louis Malle, Ingmar Bergman), with a number of East
Europeans (Roman Polanski, Miklés Jancsd, Dusan Makavejev), several Americans
(John Frankenheimer, Stanley Kubrick), and very few Asians (Satyajit Ray, Akira Kuro-
sawa). This yoking of authorship and nation to globality precisely figures the develop-
ment of art cinema from Italian neorealism’s “discovery” in the United States to a
model of international flows that centered on the West Europe—North America axis,
including only a few exemplary filmmakers from cinematic cultures beyond that axis.?

Demonstrating art cinema’s foundational Eurocentrism, the Guide goes on to chart
the expansion of its global reach from the early tokenistic inclusion of Ray and the
Japanese directors to a vision of world cinema in the 1980s and beyond. While occasion-
ally a director from a hitherto unrepresented country appears on the best film list—
Dariush Mehrjui’s Postchi | The Postman in 19773 and Arturo Ripstein’s El castillo de la
pureza | Castle of Purity in 1975, for instance—the conception of what constitutes the
international is at first fairly limited. In 1964, the “World Survey” section includes only
thirteen countries, but by 1989 almost sixty are included and in 2006 more than one
hundred. Indeed, the breadth of the Guide’s global reach is a major point of editorial
pride in the 2006 issue, with Roya Sadat, the first female director from Afghanistan, and
Sharunas Bartas, the first Lithuanian to show at Cannes being highlighted along with
new reports from Guatemala and Uganda. In 2008, the Guide presented itself not as the
champion of serious cinema but as “the definitive annual survey of contemporary global
cinema.” Here, the global rhetorically implies the serious, while the diversity of locations
and types of production supersedes the rejection of commercialism as the key indicator
of distinction. This changing construction of art cinema as a global field of industry and
aesthetics evokes the ambivalence and complexity that we find in the category: clearly
enmeshed in an imperialist and Eurocentric history, art cinema also provides both
material for critique and nourishment for a diverse range of cinematic spaces.
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The Guide’s shift from European films d’art to global cinema registers not only a
changing discourse in film journalism and distribution patterns, but points also to
why we think a collection on global art cinema is needed. Art cinema is resurgent in
the new century, with cinemas from South Korea, Denmark, and Israel garnering
international acclaim and finding enthusiastic audiences at festivals, in theaters, and
on DVD. The term “art cinema” itself has both a historical importance and a contem-
porary currency. Used in critical histories of postwar European and U.S. cinema to
carve out a space of aesthetic and commercial distinction that is neither mainstream
nor avant-garde, the term remains an everyday concept for film industries, critics,
and audiences. Nonetheless, the sense of art cinema as elitist and conservative
remains in such force that many scholars to whom we spoke about this volume
responded with perplexity that we would endorse such a retrograde category. This
attitude is common in art cinema discourse: both postclassical film theory and the
turn to cultural studies deliberately focused intellectual attention away from the pre-
vious decades’ canon of “serious” films. Little sustained scholarly attention has been
paid to refining and updating the parameters of art cinema as a category since the
pioneering essays of the 1960s and 1970s. And even the institutions that helped
create the category of art cinema often held the term in uncertain esteem. The Mu-
seum of Modern Art’s comprehensive 1941 index to cinema had no category to dis-
tinguish a genre of feature-length films of special artistic interest.> Moreover, Joseph
Burstyn, perhaps the most influential of distributors of European art films in the
United States, early on rejected the term “art cinema.”* As both a historical problem
and a contemporary aporia, art cinema names a field that has not been sufficiently
interrogated by film studies.

And yet, while film studies has too often foreclosed on the potential of art ci-
nema as a category, and even as the art-house theater teeters on the brink of extinc-
tion in all but the most cosmopolitan of centers, scholars have nonetheless consis-
tently engaged with films that fall under this rubric. Historians have written
compellingly on film festivals and national film histories, and theorists continue to
find rich material in the work of directors such as Lina Wertmiiller and Zhang
Yimou. This anthology recognizes not only the growing significance of this scholar-
ship, but also the centrality of art cinema to the larger field of global film studies.
Scholars have demonstrated a gathering impulse to teach and rethink cinema as a
global phenomenon, and we also find important research on art cinema in recent
theorizations of the film image; in revised industrial, legal, and exhibition histories;
and as part of renewed debates about national, postcolonial, and regional cinema
cultures. The commonly held notion of art cinema as a retrograde category, then,
does not actually reflect a lack of interest in the object, but demonstrates a critical
reluctance to acknowledge art cinema as a field within which these objects of study
circulate. Given the ability of the category to define an area of cultural, economic, and
aesthetic meaning, it is perverse, we think, to ignore or deride art cinema. This vol-
ume seeks to focus on art cinema as both an active aspect of global film culture and
as an indispensable category of its critique.
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PROBLEMS OF DEFINITION

Art cinema poses a problem for film scholarship, because while the term is widely used
by critics and audiences alike, it has proved very hard to pin down within any of the
common rubrics for categorizing types of cinema. Geoffrey Nowell-Smith says that
“art cinema has become a portmanteau term, embracing different ideas of what
cinema can be like, both inside and outside the mainstream.”® To combat this loose-
ness, he proposes that we separate art film into two types, with relatively mainstream
“quality” films like the British heritage film or Chinese Fifth Generation films on one
side, and more radical low-budget independent production like that of Aki Kaurisméiki
or the original French New Wave on the other. This binary is appealing but hard to
sustain in practice. Even these few examples illustrate the vast disparities in form,
style, and historical and economic context that make taxonomy so difficult. Moreover,
the systems of distinction and evaluation that would label a film more mainstream or
more independent are also historically and geographically contingent. The diverse con-
texts within which art films are made and viewed does make definition challenging,
but perhaps instead of trying to enforce a taxonomic principle, we should focus on the
nature of art cinema’s instability.

Speaking of the interwar modernist films that formed the foundation for the Euro-
pean canon of film art, Martin Stollery points out that their diverse backgrounds
include major studio productions, private funding, and advertisements for tea.® If the
postwar films that are canonically understood as art cinema are not quite so diverse,
they certainly inherit the mongrel nature of the art cinema’s prehistory.

The first problem for a collection on art cinema, therefore, is to define the term. Is
art cinema a genre, in the way that mainstream criticism often uses the term? A mode of
film practice, as David Bordwell claims?” An institution, as for Steve Neale?® A historically
unprecedented mode of exhibiting films, in Barbara Wilinsky’s terms? Is it, even, as
Jeffrey Sconce writes of trash cinema, a language able to disarticulate excess, style, and
politics from taste and to map the promiscuous hybridity of cinematic forms?* In
common usage, “art cinema” describes feature-length narrative films at the margins of
mainstream cinema, located somewhere between fully experimental films and overtly
commercial products. Typical (but not necessary) features include foreign production,
overt engagement of the aesthetic, unrestrained formalism, and a mode of narration that
is pleasurable but loosened from classical structures and distanced from its representa-
tions. By classical standards, the art film might be seen as too slow or excessive in its vi-
sual style, use of color, or characterization. The elasticity of this conventional definition
may explain the category’s resilience in the public eye but fails to resolve discrepancies
among the scholarly interrogations of the term. We contend that the lack of strict param-
eters for art cinema is not just an ambiguity of its critical history, but a central part of its
specificity, a positive way of delineating its discursive space. We propose as a principle
that art cinema can be defined by its impurity; a difficulty of categorization that is as
productive to film culture as it is frustrating to taxonomy.

To be impure is not the same as to be vague or nebulous. Rather, we contend
that art cinema always perverts the standard categories used to divide up institutions,
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locations, histories, or spectators. Art cinema’s impurity can be understood in a
variety of ways. First, it is defined by an impure institutional space: neither experi-
mental nor mainstream, art cinema moves uneasily between the commercial world
and its artisanal others. As Nowell-Smith points out, at the more mainstream end
of the spectrum some contemporary European art films look more like the cinema of
quality that the French New Wave rejected than they do the films of Agnes Varda or
Jean-Luc Godard. But at the other end, artists like Matthew Barney and filmmakers
like Apichatpong Weerasethakul mix theatrical space with gallery space in practices
that are as close to the avant-garde as to commercial cinema. Exhibition practices
augment this uneasiness of location: for the art house holds a unique place in consti-
tuting art cinema as a field. Art cinema is often characterized as an outsider: It has
not been assimilated to mainstream tastes, and it lives in a ghetto, albeit often a posh
or bourgeois one. This institutional definition is strangely contingent. In many cases,
art films are simply those films shown in art-house theaters, or at film festivals, so
that their very existence is dependent on certain critics, programmers, or distribution
models.

Second, art cinema articulates an ambivalent relationship to location. It is a reso-
lutely international category, often a code for foreign film. While certain kinds of pop-
ular films can circulate globally (Hollywood, Hong Kong action films, Hindi films
viewed by Indian diasporic audiences), for most countries, art cinema provides the
only institutional context in which films can find audiences abroad. Indeed, it has been
widely noted that many films that are understood as popular in their domestic market
become art films when exhibited abroad. In these cases, it is the fact of traveling inter-
nationally that constitutes a film as an example of art cinema. This international iden-
tity constructs art cinema as cosmopolitan or, in Mette Hjort’s words, “an attempt to
resist the dynamics of an intensified localism fuelled by globalism by focusing atten-
tion, not on heritage and ethnicity, but on the very definition of cinematic art and on
the conditions of that art’s production.”"! The sense of internationalism that opens
Krzysztof Zanussi’s or Lucrecia Martel’s films to audiences far from Poland or Argen-
tina opposes the localism of national cinema discourse. Conversely, art films play a
major role in creating canonical national cinemas, and representations of locality often
ground claims on art film seriousness. In traditional film historiography, art cinema
has been a way to organize national cinemas via canons of “great directors,” so that the
very international reception of art cinema becomes proof of its national importance.
While we recognize the past half-century’s critical tendency to conflate art cinema with
national cinema, we resist repeating this mistake and suggest that art cinema always
carries a comparativist impulse and transnational tenor.

Third, art cinema sustains a complexly ambivalent relationship to the critical and
industrial categories that sustain film history, such as stardom and authorship. On
the one hand, it is constituted for many by a rejection of Hollywood systems and
values. On the other, we find director and star systems in art cinema that closely parallel
Hollywood’s own structures, even where they reject its aesthetic hierarchies. Thus, art
cinema has nurtured stars such as Hannah Schygulla, Jeanne Moreau, and Gong Li,
but it might define the nature of stardom or the bodily qualities desired in a star
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differently from Hollywood. Likewise, art cinema contains an auteurist impulse but
demands a different version of authorship than the Hollywood auteur. An especially
productive question raised here is the political history of the auteur. Janet Staiger has
argued that whereas auteur studies have been largely rejected as an inadequate model
of meaning production in cinema, authorship matters to those filmmakers in nondom-
inant positions for whom “asserting even a partial agency may seem to be important for
day-to-day survival or where locating moments of alternative practice takes away the
naturalized privileges of normativity.”'? Jean Ma’s essay on Tsai Ming-liang in this vol-
ume, for example, speaks eloquently on the politics of auteurism and globalization.
Since art cinema authors often speak from outside of Europe or America or locate them-
selves outside the mainstream of representational practices, it could be argued that au-
thorship takes on a pressing significance for thinking the potential of art cinema as a
platform for political agency.

Fourth, and in another major category of film historiography, art cinema troubles
notions of genre. As mentioned previously, scholars have drawn upon various ele-
ments of genre theory in defining art cinema in terms of narrative, aesthetic modality,
and historical development. Despite this influential rubric, it is not at all clear that art
cinema can fit into the generic models that have sustained analysis of the musical, the
western, or melodrama. Not only are the practices of art cinema radically different
across national lines, but its meaning has altered substantially across time. To take just
one recent example, the emergence of an “artsier” version of Hollywood film in the
1990s in response to American independent cinema produced a more popular itera-
tion of art cinema that included the narrative products of boutique production divi-
sions in Hollywood studios. Folding “indie” filmmakers like Todd Haynes and Miranda
July into a public discourse of art cinema brings together experimental film and major
Hollywood stars and infrastructures in ways that thwart conventional descriptions of
genre.

Lastly, art cinema constitutes a peculiarly impure spectator, both at the level of
textual address and in the history of its audiences. The spectator of Italian neorealism
or of a recent film like Fatih Akin’s Auf der anderen Seite | Edge of Heaven (2007) is
asked to be both intellectually engaged and emotionally affected. Aesthetic distance is
called for, but the rigor of distanciation is constantly crossed with an emotive bodily
response and a virtual engagement with the other. What often reads as a failure of
difficulty for critics writing from a modernist Marxist perspective can equally be seen
as a way to address a viewer who responds to what Eric Schaefer has called “a conflu-
ence of contradictions.”” The literature on the emergence of art-house audiences
meshes with this sense of a hybrid spectator. For example, early art film spectators in
the United States were constructed simultaneously as thoughtful and responsible
people who wanted to view films about serious subjects and as hungry voyeurs drawn
uncontrollably to the salacious imagery allowed for by the new foreign realisms."* And
while early sociological studies of the art cinema audience suggested that it appealed
primarily to men, art cinema has often been represented in the public eye as feminine,
effete, or queer.” Its openness to aesthetic experience is not unconnected to its open-
ness to minority communities, who have formed a significant part of art cinema’s
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audience as well as its representational politics. Thus, in a minoritizing move, even
quite conventional gay and lesbian films are often categorized as art cinema, in the
same way that popular foreign films are. But at the same time, this discourse can
operate to exclude challenging minority films from the art cinema canon, as happened
with the films of Charles Burnett until recently.'®

We find in these impurities the kernel of art cinema’s significance: as a category of
cinema, it brings categories into question and holds the potential to open up spaces
between and outside of mainstream/avant-garde, local/cosmopolitan, history/theory,
and industrial/formal debates in film scholarship. In the sections that follow, we map
the discursive fields that shape art cinema.

GEOGRAPHY AND GEOPOLITICS

If the label “art film” frequently signifies simply a foreign film at the box office, then it
is clear that we are already speaking not only of geography but of the politics of geo-
graphical difference. Foreign to whom? Traveling to and from which cultures and
audiences? The geopolitical realm is central to the discursive field of art cinema, but it
has been stifled or depoliticized in much existing scholarship. Criticism that focuses
on the auteur either personalizes style and mode of production out of all locational
context or reifies style in terms of national cultural specificity. Alternatively, more syn-
thetic accounts of European art cinema tend toward a taken-for-granted sense of “Euro-
pean-ness” that connects and nourishes the canonical art cinema directors, usually in
opposition to Hollywood as the commercial and stylistic other. Thomas Elsaesser has
pointed out the binary logic involved in thus constructing European cinema against
Hollywood, and he argues that spectators of the European films that circulate globally
as art cinema “have traditionally enjoyed the privilege of feeling ‘different’ . . . in a
historically determined set of relations based on highly unstable acts of self-definition
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and self-differentiation implied by the use of terms such as ‘auteur,” ‘art,” ‘national
cinema,” ‘culture,” or ‘Europe.””” Thus, in what many audiences think of as its most typ-
ical manifestation, the North American exhibition of European art films, art cinema’s
geography is no more than a mutually beneficial circulation of Western cultural capital.

Because of the Eurocentric structure of this dominant history, art cinema has
been commonly linked with a narrow and reactionary version of the international,
rather than with more expansive, radical, or controversial frames such as world cinema,
postcoloniality, or globalization. But several influential models exist for refuting this
binarism. We might turn to the theorists and filmmakers of the New Latin American
Cinema, who often opposed art cinema as a bourgeois form, but who also forwarded
concepts such as “imperfect cinema” as an alternative to the aesthetic and geopolitical
dead end of Europe versus Hollywood. Julio Garcia Espinosa’s rejection of Europe’s
artistic “-isms” linked the European reception of Third Cinema in the art house with
the need to imagine other poetics and geographies of cinema.’ Or, in a quite different
register, Miriam Hansen’s concept of vernacular modernism can be read as a way of

formulating a nonbinary relationship among Hollywood classicism, modernist
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cinema, and the world. Hansen finds in American cinema “a metaphor of a global
sensory vernacular,” in which the opposition of (American) classicism to (European)
political modernism is revealed as inadequate to the global flows of modernization."
(Kathleen Newman and Lucia Nagib both critique and revise the scope and trajec-
tory of Hansen’s globality, and in doing so propose views of history more in keeping
with traditions of Third Cinema and postcolonial theory.”®) We contend that art
cinema cannot (and never could) be defined solely by the Europe-Hollywood
relationship, that the category demands a more complex vision of the global that is
responsive to geographical complexity and, more important, susceptible to geopolit-
ical analysis.

One way of approaching art cinema’s geopolitics is its sustaining concept of
universal legibility. If art films are to travel to international audiences, they must make
the claim that their forms and stories are comprehensible across languages and cul-
tures. Thus, part of art cinema’s stake in art is an investment in visual legibility and
cross-cultural translation. Unlike popular cinema, it does not claim to express a locally
defined culture but an idea of (cinematic) art as such. For this reason, the institutions
of art cinema often deploy quite overt ideas of cinema as a universal language. The
Landmark Theatres chain in the United States, for example, introduces each program
with the phrase “The language of cinema is universal” spoken in several languages. In
Europe, theaters associated with the Europa exhibition network show a graphic list of
the cities in which it is located. In both cases, these corporate logos hail cinema audi-
ences as an imagined community of international viewers, participating across
cultures in a shared form of experience. At the same time, of course, they are universal
consumers, able to enjoy films from wherever. Here, cross-cultural cinema is both a
corporate marketing technique for the art house and a promise held out of a certain
kind of spectatorship. And in mainstream film criticism, films are often lauded as
universal stories in order to reduce the threat of unpleasurable difference, to manage
the irreconcilable fissures produced by translation, and to construct texts as easily
assimilable to Western cultural norms. For these reasons, no doubt, universal legibility
is widely critiqued as a Western/patriarchal/neocolonial perspective imposed across
the geopolitical field. While we don’t dispute the potential for art cinema to take up
these conservative versions of universality, we suggest that the problem of universality
in art cinema is too complicated to be addressed by a simple dismissal. We feel strongly
that a move toward the universal does not always have to be simple or naive. We refuse
to underestimate the potential of the international.

Indeed, the relationships among ideas of cinema as a universal language,
the uneven international flows of films and audiences, and the changing geopolitics of
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries strike us as a uniquely rich intersection for the
analysis of cinema, politics, and geography. Where film studies has mostly rejected
universality as ideologically tainted, art cinema secretes away a valuation of its powers.
(Dudley Andrew articulates this impetus very clearly, and his engagement of art cine-
ma’s desire for the universal surely contributes to his centrality in the scholarship of art
cinema.”) The fantasy of transparent transcultural exchange nourished the impulse in
the 1920s to see cinema as a vehicle for international comprehension, and it continues
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to construct the transnational articulation of art cinema.” The criticism is almost too
easy to make—of course we cannot have transparent exchange across cultures and trans-
parency is too often a cover for dominant hegemony of late capitalism—but what do we
do with filmmakers who reject cynicism and continue to ask foreign audiences to see
their films? Art cinema traces a history of attempts at cross-cultural communication
even in the face of its impossibility. The films of Ray or Im Kwon-taek persistently
engage the concept of universality even in the experience of its inadequacy or lack.
In this respect, art cinema mobilizes art’s traditional function of giving expression to
that which is otherwise inexpressible. The impossibility of transparent cross-cultural
legibility is just another way of describing what art (cinema) does.

Another way of thinking this problem is to propose that the international address,
circulation, and content of art cinema enables us to think about the global, focusing our
attention on issues of world. Art cinema demands that we watch across cultures and see
ourselves through foreign eyes, binding spectatorship and pleasure into an experience
of geographical difference, or potentially of geopolitical critique. But these productive
features of art cinema also work to draw our attention to the perils of thinking the
global. As much as art cinema holds out a promise of international community, it
stands to be recuperated into dominant circuits of capital, stereotype, and imperialist
vision. Therefore, it is imperative to analyze its terms of geographical engagement,
thinking closely about the formations and deformations of art cinematic space. These
weighted histories and practices of framing demand that we think carefully about ter-
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minology. How should we describe art cinema’s geopolitics: as “global,” “world,” or
“international”? Clearly, between the Eurocentrism of art cinema’s emergence to the
global flows of the film festival circuit, the choice of words carries significant baggage.

This book is titled Global Art Cinema, and the word “global” perhaps excites more
conceptual anxiety than any of the other terms. It speaks to the all-encompassing nature
of an art cinema that exists around the globe, but it might also imply an imperialist or
globalized contamination of political space. The rhetoric of a global cinema could indi-
cate an economic model and hence a capitalist or Hollywood-centric one. Many critics
of globalization reject the term: Gayatri Spivak, for example, counters the digitalization
and instrumentalism of globalized thinking with the more collectivist term “planetar-
ity,” which she finds more sensitive to the local, the material, and the powerless.”
To pay proper attention to the terrain of cinema and its pathways of privilege, we might
feel similarly reluctant to take on the geopolitical connotations of the global.

However, the alternative words available are hardly less ambivalent. “World” art
cinema, like “world cinema,” could enable the kind of postcolonial revision of canons
sometimes implied by “world literature.” Or it could suggest a cosmopolitanism that
looks usefully beyond the scope of the nation, or less usefully, erases material and
political boundaries.” Worse, it might bespeak a fetishistic multiculturalism similar to
that often implied by “world music.” “World” as a modifier suggests at worst a Puta-
mayo world of commodified and sanitized exoticism, and at best an emerging scholarly
discourse of world cinema in which “world” does not mean the whole world but those
areas outside of Europe and North America.?® (Ironically, cinema’s supposed univer-
salism has, to some degree, saved film studies from the easy Anglocentrism of literary
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fields, but films from the global South are still often confined to “world cinema”
classes.) As a code for nonwhite or non-Western, “world” can hint at a troublingly
unexamined liberalism.

The term “international” opens out onto a different history of canonical exclusion
and inclusion. Through much of film history, international film was a limited cate-
gory, including West European films for the most part, and only recently expanding to
encompass African, Latin American, and a wide range of Asian films. “Internation-
alist,” of course, must be seen as a subheading or side note to the international,
bringing a useful political demand that these categories not be simply descriptive
terms but rather active agents of meaning. Internationalism understands the circula-
tion of films across national borders as a political act, as with the European leftist
groups who helped circulate Soviet modernism or the commitment to international
cinema in the years following the Cuban revolution. While the Marxist history of inter-
nationalism might not always fit snugly with our analysis of global art cinema, its
demand for a geopolitics of cinema remains an important spur. Ultimately, none of
these words is perfectly and unproblematically adequate to fulfill our needs, although
the debates engendered by the terms do delineate sharply the contested terrain of art
cinema as a geopolitical term.

Our current historical moment asks more pressingly than ever: How does one
think the categories of global culture? If art cinema instantiates an optimism about the
possibility of speaking across cultures, the early twenty-first century seems inclined to
dash that optimism. Postwar histories of art cinema focus on successive waves of new
waves—as if cinema could perform the infinite expansion foundational to capitalist
growth. This model is articulated in the cosmopolitan audience who always had more
auteurs and national cinemas to discover. Likewise the era of decolonization promised
a postcolonial openness to the world, as audiences forged new relationships with film-
producing nations. (Of course, it goes without saying that we describe here a set of
myths and fantasies as much as any empirical history of movie-going. Nonetheless, it
seems clear that art cinema benefited from dominant postwar modes of capitalist
expansion and ideologies of cross-cultural openness and cosmopolitanism.) But where
does this ethos of art cinematic openness go in the post-9/11 world of anxious global-
ization, economic recession, and environmental crisis, where cultural transits are
something to fear and the doctrine of infinite expansion is finally reaching a breaking
point in the economic and environmental spheres? Notions of increased global net-
working that not long ago sounded utopian now evoke terror, and international travel
becomes increasingly policed by race, class, and corporeal and national demarcation.
On this emerging world stage, ideas about cultural globality must surely respond, as
will the material conditions of cinematic spectatorship.

HISTORICAL AND AHISTORICAL IMPULSES

Art cinema has been an enabling concept for film historiography and has been a par-
ticularly forceful concept in the writing of national and auteur-based film histories. In
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tension or even contradiction with this historicizing tendency, though, the term evokes
a certain timelessness that has been equally persistent in both the scholarly discourse
and popular usage of art cinema. Ideas of art cinema as a textual practice remain fairly
static, from pop cultural clichés of ponderous dialogue to critical regimes of value
around what constitutes cinematic “art.” This sense of art cinema as unchanging might
not be accurate, but it nonetheless operates as a mode of institutional exchange, a way
that films can promote themselves as part of an already constituted cultural space. We
can illustrate this ambivalence by considering one of the ways in which new art cinema
objects enter into the field: the discovery of an emergent national new wave via two or
three films in the international festival circuit. Thus, in the 199o0s, Iranian cinema
became big news with Mohsen Makhmalbaf, Abbas Kiarostami, and Jafar Panahi
showing films across the international festival circuit: The new Iranian cinema rapidly
entered into the art cinema canon. More recently, the 2000s saw the emergence of a
new Romanian realism, with Cristi Puiu’s Moartea domnului Lazarescu | The Death of
Mr. Lazarescu (2005) showing at Cannes and Toronto, and Cristian Mungiu’s 4 luni, 3
saptamani si 2 zile | Four Months, Three Weeks and Two Days winning the Palme d’Or in
2007. The category of art cinema enables audiences and festival programmers to
process these new films, assimilating them to already proven means of engaging unfa-
miliar texts. Perhaps it is this assimilation process that troubles those scholars who
reject the category. After all, it appears to mirror the structures of cosmopolitan conse-
cration associated with the flattening impulses of neocolonialism and westernization
in the late twentieth century. Despite, or perhaps because of these politics, films con-
tinue to follow this trajectory of “going international.” Audiences who might have little
specific prior interest in Romanian culture or film history are drawn to the films as the
latest must-see festival prizewinners. The experience offered is not located in director,
star, or nationality but is constructed as a similar pleasure to that of previous “new” art
cinemas. And the thrill of discovery for those audiences eagerly consuming the next
big thing repeats a fantasy at the heart of art cinema: that of making the transformative
discovery of neorealism. The structure is ahistorical, in the sense that each new cinema
is a repetition of the ever-same fantasy, and any new national cinema can become
the vehicle for this fantasy. At the same time, the structure is decidedly historical,
since Iranian or Romanian cinemas emerge from specific material historical
circumstances and cannot be reduced to a critical or distributive cycle. The new
Romanian cinema, for example, emerges at the same moment that Romania joins
the European Union: The cinematic and geopolitical institutions interconnect in a
temporally and materially legible manner. Furthermore, the question of which
national cinemas are brought into the art cinema fold and at what historical juncture
correlates to structures of uneven development and postcolonial power. Here, his-
tory and ahistory are mutually implicated: if the pleasure of art cinema is one of
repetition it is also one of difference, and, like genre, the interplay of these elements
forms a defining dynamic.

Historicist accounts have formed a central mode of accessing art cinema as a
scholarly category. Film histories have traditionally emphasized the development of
national cinemas, with art cinema directors and movements forming the backbone of

13



14 Introduction

many such narratives. In part, the notional canon of art cinema is created simply by
cherry-picking the major names out of national film histories that narrate Youssef
Chahine, Andrei Tarkovsky, or Edward Yang as significant directors.” And while some
of this work might be viewed as mere canon formation, these approaches also enable
scholarship that examines the complex transits between film movements and political
or economic histories. Historical studies have also made visible transnational trajec-
tories of influence, tracking, for example, Luis Bufiuel’s movement from European
surrealism to the commercial idiom of his Mexican films. Patrick Keating’s essay in
this collection addresses this question with regard to Mexican cinematography. Or,
traveling in the other direction, we might trace the engagement of Glauber Rocha with
Catalan filmmakers in the 1960s.% Such comparative or relational studies suggest how
industrial issues and modes of production intersect with supra- or transnational his-
tories. Thus, postcolonial studies consider how colonial history inflects the influence of
Euro-American art film on Indian and sub-Saharan African cinemas and vice versa.”
And we should not omit the tremendous importance of history as a textual subject of
art cinema: Filmmakers such as Ousmane Sembene and Rainer Werner Fassbinder
have taken the formal interrogation of their national and colonial histories as a cine-
matic and historiographic project.

However, while art cinema has been a prominent element in many film histories,
the category itself has been inadequately historicized. While the turn to industrial his-
tory in film studies led to a rigorous body of scholarship on the inseparability of Hol-
lywood’s modes of production and its narrational forms, and to some such work on
various national cinemas, art cinema as such has rarely been investigated in this way.
Too often, the usage of the term “art cinema” assumes an unchanging and obvious
object. As Mark Betz has noted, “While economic and industrial approaches to the
history of Hollywood cinema are a matter of course in Anglo-American film studies,
such approaches remain rare in the historiography of European art cinema.”® This
lack of historical analysis is an issue that this volume aims to address, but there is
something more at stake here than simply a gap in the scholarship. There is a particu-
larity to the way that art cinema has been constituted as a category that prompts audi-
ences and critics to imagine it as ahistorical. Its lure to audiences has changed much
less over the postwar era than we might expect with such a large field of production and
consumption. Its persistence as a category in general circulation holds open a unique
communicative space across historical contexts. While not as formally coherent as clas-
sicism, art cinema shares with it a sense of constituting a broad modality of cinema,
seemingly always available to filmmakers and audiences alike. Thus, while the value of
historical scholarship on art cinema is evident, its ahistorical qualities might be equally
productive in defining the flexible appeal of the category. In fact, a refusal of traditional
historicism might be a way to avoid replicating the ethnocentric bias embedded in art
cinema’s unidirectional trajectories or waves. The valuable revisions to the history of
cultural transmission mentioned previously offer a hiatus from the larger sweep of the
art house-as-assimilator model. This complication of historicism allows us to account
for art cinema without reifying west-to-east patterns of “development,” endorsing naive
fantasies of cultural universalism, or reproducing the cultural hegemony of Western
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spectator. We find both of these impulses (the historical and the ahistorical) to be
integral to art cinema, and, indeed, we think that its specificity lies in its ability to main-
tain these apparently opposite qualities in a productive tension.

REALIST AND MODERNIST IMPULSES

The quarrel between realism and modernism has been one of the sustaining aesthetic
debates of the twentieth century. In cinema, the divide produced many of the key con-
ceptual models of the cinematic image, including André Bazin’s realism and Screen
journal’s modernist Marxism. Likewise, in film practice, avowedly realist movements
such as poetic realism and neorealism jostled for canonical status with modernist
counter-cinemas and new waves. However, in recent years, critical theorists and film
historians have increasingly argued for the interconnection of these cinematic modes,
sometimes even finding that the two sides of the divide look surprisingly alike. Writing
on Italian neorealism, Frederic Jameson exposes the imbrications of realism, modernism,
and postmodernism. Miriam Hansen’s work, both on Siegfried Kracauer and in her
conception of “vernacular modernism,” finds the modernist project engrained in re-
alism and classicism.’! Art cinema plays an important role in this critical history,
because, as a category, it has often yoked these otherwise incommensurate traditions
together, and in doing so it often negotiated, merged, and complicated these com-
peting impulses for audiences.

On the one hand, art cinema has often been coterminous with specific realist
movements. Art cinema’s cohesion as a category first emerges with the popularity of
[talian neorealism, and it retains a close association with the thematic and aesthetic
impulses of that postwar tradition. Even several decades after neorealism, art films
continue to grant priority to the downtrodden, the underdog, and the abjected mem-
bers of human communities. They take as a moral prerogative the representation of
the underrepresented; these films embrace the socially excluded, including working-
class subjects (Kidlat Tahimik, Ken Loach), national subjects (Hany Abu-Assad, Haile
Gerima), and sexual minorities (Gregg Araki, Deepa Mehta). Realism’s claim to make
visible what otherwise goes unseen meshes with art cinema’s attempt to represent the
forbidden or unspeakable. Hence the appropriation of realist style by recent Iranian
and French cinema (Samira Makhmalbaf, Laurence Cantet) to critique national gender
and class economies. Art cinema promotes itself as uncensored, revealing what com-
mercial cinema deems unfit for general consumption. From Roberto Rossellini’s
Roma, citta aperta | Rome Open City (1945) to Park Chan-wook’s Oldeuboi | Oldboy
(2003), the industrial history of exploitation and titillation intersects with textual stra-
tegies of realism, grounding art cinema’s theoretical claims to truth in the revelation of
the imperiled or impassioned body.

On the other hand, art cinema has been closely associated with modernism. In delin-
eating art cinema as an institutional practice, Neale argues that if, as conventional perspec-
tives posit, cinema is a novelistic medium—an extension of a particular literary genre—
then art films are modernist novels and Hollywood films are popular genres. As with
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artistic modernism, then art cinema defines itself largely in opposition to dominant re-
alisms. What the nineteenth-century novel is to modernist literature, classical Holly-
wood is to art cinema. As in theoretical accounts of modernism, art cinema explores
subjectivity and temporality in ways that frustrate or attenuate classical Hollywood nar-
rative. Art films delight in precisely the things tossed away or willfully ignored by Holly-
wood, repurposing the detritus of the industrial model of storytelling’s efficiency and
tightness. The art film extends its modernist tendencies in its privileging of internal
conflicts, self-reflexivity, extradiegetic gestures, and duration over empiricist models of
knowledge and pleasure (Michelangelo Antonioni, Tsai Ming-liang, Bergman).

These modernist impulses have led some critics to deem the art film overly for-
malist, pretentious, and self-aggrandizing. L'année derniére & Marienbad | Last Year at
Marienbad (Resnais, 1961) is an easy target here. Despite its popularity with art-house
audiences in the early 1960s, the film’s tone strikes many viewers today as impossibly
slow, wastefully loose, and artistically decadent. To many casual viewers, its mixture of
pompous affect, labyrinthine uncertainty, and lack of humor feels anachronistic and
self-important to the point of silliness. Probably because of the obdurate seriousness of
its elaborate and aristocratic formal language, Marienbad may be the most difficult
major art film of the period to redeem today, a summation of art cinema’s modernist
misdemeanors. However, when watched in the context of Alain Resnais’s more explic-
itly political work or of recent films that lay bare the racializing logic of contemporary
European history (the Dardenne brothers or Michael Haneke), the film’s overwrought
tenor trembles with the psychic aftershocks of French political repression at the end of
the colonial era. The ambiguities and ambivalences formally indulged by this film reg-
ister the violent bifurcation of French national subjectivity during the colonial and
neocolonial periods. Films such as La Noire de . . . / Black Girl (Sembene, 1966) or Cléo
de 5a 7 / Cleo from 5 to 7 (Varda, 1962) could be seen to offer alternate accounts of the
same subjective instabilities. The highly aestheticized horror of Georges Franju’s Les
Yeux sans visage | Eyes without a Face (1960) similarly plays with a postwar French
desire to disappear bodies, identities, and the past. As these examples demonstrate,
even in its most enigmatic permutations art cinema has formed a space in which to
negotiate the historical challenges of realism and modernism, and we contend that it
presents an opportunity to interrogate the continued influence and significance of
these concepts in film studies.

If it is now no longer necessary to choose sides in the battle between realism and
modernism, then art cinema is perhaps one key site where the tension of that binary
opposition has slackened. Bordwell’s influential essay on art cinema tries to define the
category not as an institution or a genre but as an aesthetic practice. He begins his
essay with a description of two features that characterize this practice: realism and
authorial presence. The first he links with neorealism, while the latter presents itself
through a series of modernist tropes. Bordwell then tells us that these two qualities are
actually in conflict within the film text. How can a film that turns itself over to the real
also be the work of a single self-aware consciousness? To remedy this contradiction, he
observes, the art film must introduce a third key quality: ambiguity. What is interesting
here is how art cinema is posed as a unique formal practice that can reconcile the
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long-standing tension between otherwise discrete artistic movements. Art cinema
emerges as a hybrid form that allows realism and modernism to co-exist within one
text. It is not a practice of the same order as the other two, but more like a composite
mode, a rubric that is able to yoke together disparate modes of expression and, hence,
may be uniquely equipped to address equally incommensurate modes of experience
and engagement. If we are to return to our definitional impurity, we might say that the
realism of an art film is never exclusively realist, because film’s narration remains always
inflected by the admission of a modernist sensibility. At the same time, its modernism
can never achieve absolute purity because it remains tinged by realist tendencies. Art
cinema draws our attention to the persistent inadequacy of these terms, especially in
their constantly melodramatic binary opposition. Not only do we not have to pick sides,
but art cinema operates in a dialectical (or at least triangulating) fashion that demands
that we overcome the binary debate. Impurity emerges not only as a constitutive element
in the history of art cinema’s style, but also as a profound statement about the place of
art cinema within a larger history of cinema’s shifting function and place in the world.

THE ART IN ART CINEMA

Art cinema most often names a postwar object of study, but the term echoes move-
ments, discourses, and constituencies circulating in 1920s and 1930s Europe, Asia, and
the Americas. The early twentieth century, for example, saw a proliferation of arguments
for the inclusion of cinema as legitimate art, including those of D. W. Griffith,
Ricciotto Canudo, Vachel Lindsay, Rudolf Arnheim, Erwin Panofsky, Iris Barry, and the
writers associated with Close-Up. Early theories of cinematic specificity asked what
defined cinema as a unique form of expression. Drawing from works of aesthetic theory
such as Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s Laocodn, this scholarship defined film as an art, and
hence located its study within major pathways of thought in the humanities. These crit-
ical assertions of cinema as “The Seventh Art” coincided with the emergence of innova-
tive practices of narrative film. In the years preceding the establishment of synch-sound
as an industrial standard, a series of debates erupted about the best language for cinema.
While rarely reaching agreement, these formal innovators often aimed for the same
goal: a new means of cinematic expression that would allow for both maximum expres-
sivity and universal comprehension. The film as art became a concept important for
identifying what Andrew Tudor calls artistically distinctive cinema practices, lending a
certain cohesion to a diverse set of films and in turn enabling the international recogni-
tion of specific directors (C. Th. Dreyer, Jean Epstein) as well as stylistic movements
(German Expressionism, French Impressionism).* Unpacking the postwar conception
of art cinema, then, presents a historiographic challenge not only because it refers to
precursors drawn from various facets of interwar film culture, but also because the term
conflates the discourse on cinema as an art with the specific textual practices of artistic
film movements. Writers advocating for “The Seventh Art” and interwar filmmakers
shared a tendency to collapse theoretical questions of cinema with favored forms and
styles. The way in which later concepts of art cinema confuse medium (cinema as art)
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with film practice (art films) is understandable, because the interwar debates understood
these areas as mutually imbricated.

We can find the legacy of this imbrication in the more recent usage of the word. Art
cinema emerges as a series of movements and practices, but it can also be seen as a way
of thinking about the aesthetics of the image. The first approach enables us to interrogate
and integrate important film movements. Here, art cinema stands as an umbrella cate-
gory able to contain and connect various subsets: a series of new waves, a cohort of
national cinemas, a collection of schools or approaches. Perhaps more important, but
underemphasized, is the second usage in which art cinema asks us to think about the
status of the image in cinema. As Basil Wright's epigraph to Raymond Spottiswoode’s
technical handbook puts it, “Despite the sound track, [cinema] is an art because it is
visual.”** Barbara Klinger, one of the few recent film scholars to recognize the urgent
need for an aesthetic theory of art cinema, argues that the category has always asserted
one predominant feature despite its hard-to-pin-down nature: “the spectacular, enig-
matic, and captivating image.” In other words, Klinger suggests that a characteristically
overabundant visuality constitutes the art of art cinema.** Like Klinger’s own work, the
essays in this collection engage that image head-on, refusing to dismiss art cinema’s for-
mal surpluses as semantically bankrupt, aesthetically decadent, or simply apolitical.

Art cinema has never been simply an empirical label, an arbitrary moniker, or an
empty placeholder. Instead, both the term and its referent have grown in the cracks of
film history, sprouting up from the fault lines of theoretical writings on film and
histories of specific film practices. To understand the term, we must explore the histo-
ricity of applying the word “art” to the cinema. Terminologically, the art—cinema couplet
continues to express its constitutive confusion—a conflation of intermedial claims (cin-
ema’s aesthetic affinities to other media or art forms) and intramedial claims (how to
best develop an aesthetics of cinema). This confusion not only obfuscates the term, but
also contributes to its association with elitism, which raises a final concern. Part of art
cinema’s stigma is its perceived irrelevance: While critics have argued for realism,
postcoloniality, or genre as engines of social and cultural change, art cinema has not
been mobilized as such a conceptually productive category. Modernism has been
understood in these terms, but while a director such as Jean-Luc Godard is credited
with political and aesthetic radicality, his status as counter-cinematic (part of Peter
Wollen’s European avant-garde) separates him from the main body of art cinema in
terms of his modernist political form. For some Marxist critics art cinema per se is
merely reflective of bourgeois values, while for scholars of popular culture it lacks the
mass audience appeal that would make it culturally significant. In part, this problem
derives from a willingness by previous studies of art cinema to concede that the term
“art” speaks mostly of high culture—and thus signals class bias and an exclusionary
attitude. Art is too readily banished from discussions of film as popular or mass cul-
ture. Indeed, we find the ready acceptance of bourgeois conceptions of autonomous art
to be a troubling facet of much discourse on art cinema. In this book, we have tried to
remain sensitive to how elitist and ethnocentric impulses may haunt the category of art
cinema. Nonetheless, we refuse to accept a narrow definition of art and insist on main-
taining art as an experience available to all.®
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CLAIMS AND CONCLUSIONS

While most previous accounts of art cinema have tended to privilege either extratex-
tual, industrial features or histories of style and form, the approaches in this book
represent a move away from purely institutional or formalist definitions. While style
and mode of production remain crucial to our contributors, they refuse to regard
image, industry, and politics as separate spheres. The crucial influence of Neale’s def-
initional essay can be felt in the various methodologies of this book. Looking back at
the shape of this seminal essay, we find that its claims for art cinema as an institution
begin by isolating the key aesthetic features of films in this category. One such feature
is how the art film goes to great lengths to mark images reflexively as images. In the
larger sweep of the argument, holding out the image for attention in this way is critical
because Neale argues that art films depend on marking themselves as works of art. In
other words, only as a vessel of self-expression will the art film be able to achieve dif-
ferentiation and commercial viability in a market dominated by Hollywood products.
The art film requires its images to belie a self-conscious quality, and in this overt
self-awareness, the art film links itself to the attitude present in much twentieth-
century art. Here we are reminded of Nowell-Smith’s caveat that the art referenced by
the term “art cinema” carries a distinctly twentieth-century understanding of the artis-
tic. In fact, we can further specify this historical reminder. If we are to introduce a
wider historical perspective to Neale’s model, it becomes clear that the art film’s long-
term differentiation depends on its ability continually to transform the means of
demarcation, shifting them to compensate for stylistic cooptation, technological inno-
vation, shifts in access, and ever-morphing tastes and fashions.

For example, during the 1960s and 1970s, the zoom might constitute one legible
and circulable sign of the art film. While it is true that the zoom was used widely by
other genres, including mainstream popular cinema, kung-fu movies, and the avant-
garde, it served as a widely recognizable marker of the art cinema’s identity. Sembene
and Visconti use the zoom frequently to draw spectatorial awareness to image, and
thus to figure the image’s rich conceptual productivity. In the work of these directors,
the zoom might indulge the excesses of the mise-en-scéne, allow the most agile appre-
hension of movement, reorganize the spatialization of history in the image, and/or
denaturalize the knowledge provided in looking. In Bordwell and Kristin Thompson’s
general primer on cinematic form, Film Art, the authors discuss how certain special
techniques are associated with particular types of cinema. For them, the zoom or tele-
photo effects were originally thought to be part of the syntax of sports and news films
but quickly became associated with art films. The zoom “flatten[ed the image] in blocks
like a painting.”*® If we carry the analysis further, the zoom reveals a fascinating history
of aesthetics and politics. Although the technology of the zoom has been available
since the 1920s, Paul Willemen writes that it was not until after the Second World War
and the zoom’s extensive use in aerial surveillance that it began to infiltrate the space
of fiction film in the mid-1950s, and thus to coincide with the postwar rise of art
cinema. In fact, Willemen goes so far as to claim that the zoom “re-activates the question
of the public sphere and its re-configuration consequent to the triumph of capitalism in
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the second half of the twentieth century . . . as well as raising the question of what hap-
pens to modes of discourse in the process of modernisation itself.””” Imbedded in this
one technique, then, we find a complex interaction of art, cinema, technology, and global
politics. How could we understand Pier Paolo Pasolini’s use of the zoom in Il fiore delle
mille e una notte | Arabian Nights (1974) without engaging the histories of postcolonial-
ity, the flatness of baroque painting, the gaze of anthropology, lightweight/low-budget
camera technology, and the realist poetics of art cinema?

The category of art cinema demands more than merely inflecting industrial history
with a light dusting of theoretical concerns. We propose that the category of art cinema
can only be mapped with an approach that intersects industry, history, and textuality.
Furthermore, we believe that art cinema’s specificity emerges in a relationship between
art and global. Hence, the title of this volume is not merely descriptive but definitional,
even polemical. “Global” is not a subset of art cinema but an inherent element, along-
side and interpenetrating “art” and “cinema.” To understand the category, we must
interrogate each of these terms as mutually dependent. The term “global” speaks to the
international address, distribution, audience, and aesthetic language of the art cinema.
This globality is, however, enabled by the term “art,” which connects ideas about the
status of the image to international aesthetic, critical, and industrial institutions. This
connection is not univocally positive: art cinema might refer to an imperialist flattening
out of differences as easily as it identifies sites of resistance. Indeed, the push and pull
between these tendencies is another way to name the dynamism of the field.

However, we make two further claims on the political significance of our defini-
tion. First, while art cinema traverses the political spectrum, our definition of how
aesthetics and geopolitics work together in its construction allows for new and more
nuanced analyses to be made. The commonplace dismissal of art film as wholly con-
servative is thus inadequate, and we seek to overthrow it. If we settle for the reductive
version of art cinema as an always already compromised or disappointing practice,
then we risk missing significant arrangements of aesthetics and geopolitics that
underlie—and perhaps can be diagnosed exclusively through—even the most reac-
tionary of art films. Second, we believe that art cinema has been underestimated as a
site for political and theoretical work. Given that contemporary film studies remains
deeply concerned by both the nature of the film image and the global geopolitics of
cinema, it is odd that the discipline has largely ignored art cinema as a nexus for crit-
ical engagement with cinematic globality. While it may be tempting to regard art
cinema’s emphasis on the aesthetic as apolitical, we argue that by connecting the
cinematic image to international spaces, it inherently makes a political claim. Art ci-
nema is both an aesthetic category—involved in broadly constituted debates on re-
alism, modernism, the image, and its implications—and a geopolitical category,
bound up in modernity and the traumas of twentieth-century history. We feel strongly
that the category’s enduring relevance derives from this combination of elements and
their persistent remixing. Moreover, we propose that the study of art cinema provides
an important lens through which to interrogate the consequences of globalization,
whether this means programmatic ideologies or the experience of living in a world
community.
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SECTIONS OF THE BOOK

From its earliest conceptions, the goal of this anthology was to approach art cinema’s
geography from a variety of critical methodologies. Since the category has been so
undertheorized, it seems crucial to revitalize the field by placing contestatory modes of
analysis into productive relation. By bringing these approaches together in one vol-
ume, we aim to provoke a conversation of ideas on art cinema, as well as find unex-
pected connections and nourish lively debate. Each of the authors takes on a specific
topic in the field of art cinema, from individual films and directors to broad questions
of genre or nation. At the same time, however, we believe that the essays all make sig-
nificant contributions to larger contemporary debates in film theory and historiogra-
phy about the global character of cinema.

The essays in the first section of the book tackle the demarcation of art cinema’s
categorical terrain. For over fifty years, art cinema has defined how many audiences
encounter commercial films produced outside Hollywood (as well as Bollywood and
Hong Kong). The essays in this section propose different ways of understanding art
cinema’s unique position in the market. They attempt to specify art cinema by thinking
about how it challenges contemporary scholarly rubrics of film cultures, genres, and
modes of audience engagement. This section outlines new shapes and boundaries for
art cinema, rejecting any wholesale adoption of the commercial logic of ever-burgeon-
ing markets or of the conventional progressive narratives of style while never neglect-
ing the influence of those ideologies. Several of these essays are less concerned with
establishing art cinema’s definitional center than they are with locating art cinematic
practice at the borders between divergent practices of cinema.

Mark Betz begins the collection with a reconsideration of David Bordwell’s concept
of parametric cinema. Isolating the usefulness of the category as a way to engage cine-
matic style, Betz nonetheless strips out the formalism of Bordwell’s definition in order to
re-envision the parametric as a historical modality. Seen in the light of art cinema’s mod-
ernist and postmodern history, the parametric indexes the decline of a Eurocentric art-
house model and the rise of global parametric art cinema. Sharon Hayashi’s essay argues
that an erotic genre popular in Japan since the 1960s, pink cinema, refracts the definition
of art cinema both within Japan and beyond its borders. Pink cinema, the quasi-porno-
graphic feature films short enough to be seen on a lunch break in special sex theaters, was
reframed by exhibition in prestigious film festivals. By unpacking the international recog-
nition of these films within the category of art cinema, Hayashi uncovers a rich layer of
social commentary and political irony in the violenced and sexed bodies of these films. In
another repositioning of the sex film, David Andrews forms a polemic against thinking
of art cinema as a distinct genre. Struck by how frequently designations of quality and
artfulness stratify films across the cultural spectrum and well beyond the art house,
Andrews investigates how “art cinema” carries such terminological utility and what this
suggests about its philosophical underpinnings. Maria San Filippo embraces the poly-
morphous sexualities that appear in art films, arguing that the bisexual recurs not simply
as a trope of pseudo-liberal posturing but as a crucial and radical figure in the constitution
of the category of art cinema. Writing across a global spectrum of texts, San Filippo links
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the visual ambivalence of the bisexual to the constitutive ambiguity of the art cinematic
image. Adam Lowenstein offers a radical comparison of Bufiuel’s Un Chien andalou and
Cronenberg’s eXistenZ by examining how each film configures interactivity. By juxta-
posing two art films made at either end of the twentieth century, Lowenstein not only
rethinks the idea of interactivity beyond the clichés that often mire such intermedia
studies, but also proposes the art film as one of cinematic modernity’s riskiest games.
As mentioned previously, one central defining characteristic of art cinema is its
sustained engagement with the idea of cinema as image, and the essays in the second
section attend to the variations, specificities, and stakes of that image. From classical film
theory forward, critics have sought to identify the essence of cinema through its visuality.
Art cinema is the site where this question is now most often staged. Conscious of this
tradition, this section’s essays propose their own new polemics on where to locate the art
in art cinema. The aim here is to demonstrate the range of contemporary approaches to
art cinema’s visuality, to bring these diverse perspectives into conversation, and to offer
emerging global cinema practices as a means of re-grounding theories of the cinematic
image. Brian Price examines how the stubborn rootedness of art institutions (museums,
gallery spaces, etc.) and the ephemeral placeness of site-specific art practices (Gordon
Matta-Clark) not only trouble global capitalism’s armchair cosmopolite but ask us to
consider what it means to travel to see a film. By careful attention to the experiential
nature of post-cinematic artworks by Douglas Gordon and Matthew Barney, Price brings
film theory to the white cube exhibition space to reveal the sociogeographic fault lines of
contemporary connoisseurship. Jihoon Kim also looks at the intersections between art
cinema and time-based gallery installations, focusing on a particularly prominent figure
in contemporary Thai cinema, Apichatpong Weerasethakul. Kim traces how Apichat-
pong’s video works and feature films cross-pollinate, particularly in their articulations of
space, provoking questions about the idiom of the cinematic in the history of video art.
Pier Paolo Pasolini’s notoriously opaque but crucial theoretical treatise, “The ‘Cinema of
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Poetry,” benefits from John David Rhodes’s authoritative and lucid rereading. What
Rhodes calls “a curious and curiously unassimilable feature of the landscape of film
theory,” Pasolini’s most famous essay emerges from this new analysis as a crucial nego-
tiation of the growing schism between formalist film aesthetics and the political cinema
in the mid-1960s. In an equally groundbreaking reassessment of another familiar text,
Angelo Restivo locates Il conformista | The Conformist at Bertolucci’s transitional moment
between an art cinema of overt political realism and one of glossy baroque formalism.
Restivo is simultaneously committed to theoretical depth and to the film image’s surface,
and his essay compellingly reorients—and in many ways, rejects—conventional theories
of film style. Angela Dalle Vacche also uses an analysis of the image to dethrone engrained
histories of art cinema style. Exposing startling concordances between late surrealist
artworks and art house’s canonical auteurs, Dalle Vacche suggests that the films of Berg-
man, Godard, and Resnais appropriate not simply surrealism’s optical mayhem but the
political force of its representational transformation; how they process the brutality of
history, she suggests, will come to serve the art-house directors of the 1960s.

The next section addresses the historicity and historiography of art cinema. From
several historical perspectives, these essays complicate the conventional trajectory of
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film historiography that installs postwar European cinema as the predominant aesthetic
and industrial basis around which other art cinemas develop. Patrick Keating reassesses
the relationship of Mexican cinematographer Gabriel Figueroa to directors Emilio
Fernindez and Luis Bufiuel, arguing that the shift from Figueroa’s heroic landscapes to
Bufiuel’s surreal squalor frames not just an aesthetic difference but conditions of possi-
bility for the global visibility of Mexican space. Manishita Dass also finds in the history
of one filmmaker a way to reframe the horizons of art cinema: analyzing the neglected
Bengali director Ritwik Ghatak, she finds that the particularity of his melodramatic and
modernist style (in contrast to Ray’s realist humanism), as well as his determined en-
gagement with the consequences of Partition, produce a form of critique that contests
expectations of what art cinema could be. Timothy Corrigan takes, perhaps, the opposite
approach, returning to the highly canonical moment of the French New Wave in order
to excavate the history of the essay film. Locating the nonfiction films of Chris Marker,
Jean-Luc Godard, and Agnés Varda firmly within the intellectual and institutional cur-
rents of postwar France, Corrigan compellingly proposes the essay film as a parallel de-
velopment, closely entwined with the emergence of the art cinema. If the essay film
draws from the interwar development of local cinematheques and film clubs, then the
contemporary art film is largely supported by the international film festival circuit. Philip
Rosen also returns to the postwar history of the art film, beginning from the contempo-
raneity of art cinema’s development with anticolonial movements in Africa. While the
proponents of Third Cinema rejected art cinema as politically complicit, Rosen finds
that in practice, the situation is more complex. Contrasting films’ African aesthetics with
their international funding and distribution, he powerfully argues that postcolonial Afri-
can cinema is characterized by its utopian address. Azadeh Farahmand’s essay investi-
gates how the festival marketplace has come to genericize national cinemas as art
cinema. Contrasting pre- and postrevolutionary Iranian films, she draws together the
cultural politics of festival success with the recent political history of Iran. These histori-
ographies expand the object of study, reassessing the terrain of art cinema as a historical
object and finding connections where perhaps none had been seen before.

Despite the Eurocentrism of its earlier conceptions, art cinema has always aspired to
globality. Contemporary academic, critical, and festival rubrics include a growing range of
contemporary film practices under the moniker of art cinema, including the work of Claire
Denis, Jia Zhangke, Alfonso Cuarén, Takashi Miike, Wong Kar-wai, and Aleksandr
Sokurov. Utilizing various conceptual frames, each of the essays in the book’s final section
proposes a critical geography of art cinema. Randall Halle investigates the industrial struc-
tures of transnational coproduction, in particular European funding of films from North
Africa and the Middle East. The essay asks searching questions about who has agency to
tell “national” stories in this production scenario, and how these European outreach pro-
grams determine the kind of stories that European audiences hear about outsiders. Taking
a contrasting approach, E. Ann Kaplan considers the ethical and affective work of Euro-
pean art film in postcolonial encounters. For Kaplan, the emotional valence of films by
Werner Herzog, Denis, and the Dardenne brothers promises a transformative spectator-
ship that can embrace both intense affect and political responsibility toward the Other.
Rachel Gabara is also interested in postcolonial encounters, but her analysis of
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Abderrahmane Sissako reverses the direction of travel, following the director’s journeys
from Mauritania to Russia, France, and then back to Africa. Sissako’s films reevaluate the
position of the African filmmaker vis-a-vis Third Cinema and Second (or art) Cinema, as
well as the politics of self-presentation in the global South. Gabara’s essay elegantly dem-
onstrates the stakes of these intersections for contemporary African cinema. The final two
essays in this section rethink the relationships of non-European cinemas to canonical
Euro-art film. Jean Ma asks why critics of Taiwanese films are constantly compelled to
compare directors such as Tsai Ming-liang to Antonioni and Fassbinder. She suggests that
these comparisons reveal hitherto untheorized tensions between the local and the univer-
sal and, moreover, that they demand a reassessment of art cinematic authorship in light of
today’s global transactions. If Tsai’s work is all too often compared to the European tradi-
tion, Dennis Hanlon suggests we reconsider a connection that is usually repudiated. Boliv-
ian filmmaker Jorge Sanjinés is usually placed firmly within a political Third Cinema,
rejecting art cinematic formalism. Hanlon, however, suggests that Sanjinés’s use of the
traveling shot, borrowed from Greek director Theodoros Angelopoulos, reflects a dynamic
exchange between Latin American and European Marxisms, and moreover opens up an
often ignored discourse on aesthetic beauty in New Latin American Cinema.

Together, these essays specify the connections, transits, and fractures that cut
across this—real and phantasmatic—global field, highlighting the relationship between
cultural specificity and cross-national influence in the development of art cinema. How
might art cinema relate to other models of transnational film production such as Third
Cinema or European coproductions? What are the political stakes of forging connec-
tions (recognizing global transits, encouraging allegiances otherwise unrecognized,
overlapping visual styles) or in maintaining differences (keeping distinctions, refusing
heritages, rejecting imperialisms)? Should we continue to foster art cinema? Cherish it
as a popular institution of cultural exchange? The contributions to this book answer
these questions with divergent but equally provocative responses, and in doing so
polemicize what it means to think cinema globally. Furthermore, they suggest art
cinema as not simply a crucial vehicle of global culture—such as cultural specificity,
cross-national influence, diasporic subjectivity, neocolonialism—but as a category that
allows for and produces these modes of engagement and imaging.

NOTES

1. Introduction to The International Film Guide (London: Tantivy, 1964), 7. The
Guide, along with many postwar publications, uses the term film d’art to refer to what
we would now call art cinema (or, in French, film d’art et essai). We follow this usage
when we are discussing the prehistory of art cinema or indicating how film criticism
conceived the category before the term “art cinema” came into general use. It should
not be confused with the specific historical use of film d’art to refer to French theatri-
cal films made by Pathé in the early years of the twentieth century.

2. The tokenistic inclusion of directors like Ray or Kurosawa may also reflect a
larger ideological logic in which Western versions of aestheticism are read onto Asian
art. Clearly, certain Asian directors confirmed Euro-American definitions of the
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modernist text, and the Guide’s inclusion of Ray and Kurosawa may reflect this narcis-
sistic identification more than any desire to see other regions of the world represented.
It is important to consider how much a specifically Euro-American definition of “art”
(particularly the idea that art must involve a modernist impulse and result in aestheti-
cally complex work) facilitated the yoking of diverse films together during this period.

3. Compiled by the Worker’s Project Administration, the MoMA’s encyclopedic
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The breadth of these categories is quite wide, as everything from well-known genres,
such as “Romance-Costume” and “Westerns,” to more esoteric or quotidian group-
ings, such as “Social Films” or “Fight and Wrestling Films,” is included. It should be
pointed out here that this list functions in concert with The Film Index’s and the
MoMA’s larger project: to demonstrate that a wide variety of films should be consid-
ered art. Nonetheless, the category of art cinema feels oddly absent from our histori-
cal perspective. Films like Manhatta and Le Sang d’un poéte are fit into the category
“Experimental Films.” Meanwhile, films like The Golem and The Cabinet of Dr.
Caligari fall under the category of “Fantasy and Trick Films” alongside King Kong and
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BEYOND EUROPE: ON PARAMETRIC
TRANSCENDENCE

Mark Betz

“Art cinema” is no longer a phrase with the same institutional currency that it once
enjoyed some twenty years ago, when it served to demarcate a coherent body of
contemporary film practice. “World cinema” is now a moniker of choice, albeit one with
a more encompassing range of stylistic possibilities. And while art cinema, too, can refer
to many types of films and film aesthetics, the high-water mark of its most “difficult”
and ambitious formal guise is arguably parametric narration, David Bordwell’s term to
describe a mode of filmmaking that foregrounds style as an organizing principle.
Whether aligned with the transcendental (Yasujiro Ozu, Carl Theodor Dreyer, Robert
Bresson), serialism (Alain Resnais, Bresson again, Jean-Luc Godard on occasion, Chantal
Akerman), or long takes, often combined with camera movement (Kenji Mizoguchi,
Miklés Jancsd, Michelangelo Antonioni, Andrei Tarkovsky, Theodoros Angelopoulos), a
special place has been reserved for parametric filmmaking from the 1950s through
19770s among art film cognoscenti.

In the nearly quarter-century since Bordwell’s delineation of this style, an
identifiably contemporary parametric film practice has gained prominence increasingly
and crucially situated outside of Western Europe, its erstwhile home. Challenging
films that employ modernist aesthetic strategies continue to be made and celebrated
on the international stage, particularly through film festival premieres, screenings, and
awards, from which follows international theatrical distribution for the cinematheque
and specialty theater circuits as well as home viewing on DVD or via niche televisual
broadcasting. But the ways in which this cinema has been considered in film scholarship
tend to mark it not as a continuing manifestation of modernist art cinema, as I
understand it to be, but instead as something different: a particular kind of world
cinema tied ineluctably, and often to its critical detriment, to a film festival culture that
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privileges and honors the style. Indeed, one must acknowledge the international
networks of exchange within which many of these practitioners are working, in terms
of not only their geographic range but also the transnational provenance of the films’
production (many by European finance), reception, and dissemination, frequently by
major European film festivals. Increasingly, festivals are themselves commissioning
and producing the work of these filmmakers, potentially binding them to a marketplace
that cannot but have an effect on the stylistic choices that they make. Jason McGrath,
for example, considers Jia Zhangke’s Platform (2000) as marking a shift in the director’s
work “away from the documentary or on-the-spot realism movement in China” of his
previous films toward a transnational “style of aestheticized realism, with its durations
and ellipses,” that was “a favorite of the international art cinema and film festival circuit
during the 1990s” and as such “unavoidably itself a commodity within the specialized
market that supports it.”" And Azadeh Farahmand addresses how foreign (especially
French) investment in Iranian film production was in the same decade tied to the
festival economy: “Thus, while European festival programmers and film distributors
can pride themselves on the discovery of other cinemas, they have also benefited from
the cultural and economic returns of the films they promote. This point demystifies
film festivals as the profit motive driving them is brought to the foreground.””

To a certain degree, then, this is an international style authorized and promoted
via the global film festival circuit—Tless visibly and concretely articulated than Dogmegs,
for example, but perhaps equally programmatically. From an aesthetic standpoint,
however, I struggle to see any acquiescence in this cinema to formal preferences more
easily assimilable to prevailing industry standards, even within this niche market—a
propensity for what Thomas Elsaesser notes as a trend in world cinema for “art cinema
‘light’”*—but instead the opposite: deferred or absent reverse shots, minimalism,
serialism, ellipses, long takes. They are still, then, “difficult” films, even when they are
tied so closely to the festival economy: two recent examples would be Tsai Ming-liang’s
I Don’t Want to Sleep Alone and Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s Syndromes and a Century,
both commissioned by and premiering at the New Crowned Hope Festival in Vienna
in 2006. Recognizing and attending to the highly formalized codes of these films on
their own terms is as exciting, for me at least, as anything their stories or meticulous
mise-en-scénes have to offer. But such excitement is at the same time tempered by a
sense of their ineluctable foreignness as manifested in, rather than accommodated by,
their measured paces and formal rigor.* When I watch a film like Syndromes and a
Century, for example, I am confronted with an array of spaces, architectures, character
types and relations, interpersonal cadences—in short, cultural or local references for
which I have little grounding, and ones that draw attention to themselves through the
parametric stylistics of the film itself, especially the moving camera and long takes: the
more I see in the shots, the more in fact I am shown, the more I am made aware of my
bounded competency to understand (as opposed to simply experience) how the film’s
form is functioning in concert with its story, which also remains largely inscrutable.

This is, T would argue, a productive frisson, as it raises important questions
regarding the relation of the global to the local in this style. It throws into relief the
ways in which local knowledges are inflected, indeed even explicitly foregrounded as
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such, by parametric form, knowledges that insist on being heeded (even as unknowns)
through that form. As such I see these films as sharing aesthetic features that attest to
the persistence of cinematic modernism, with a difference, in the so-called postmodern
era of globalization—an issue Bordwell himself largely avoids by labeling such films as
“parametric” rather than modernist in the first place. But there is also, I think,
something to be gained in reclaiming his term and the interpretive practices it
engenders, in analyzing the formal codes of such films as a means to understand their
operations and procedures for creating meanings, and with an eye toward how such
meanings cannot be made complete or fully known, how they remain, on some levels,
transcendent.

In this essay I am thus positing a parametric “tradition” that constitutes one strand
of an “international style” for contemporary world cinema, indeed contemporary art
cinema, and that has since the late 1980s continued in Western Europe but has also
proceeded in parallel in Eastern Central Europe, sub-Saharan Africa, and especially
East Asia. In so doing I hope to highlight some of the issues and implications of the
“world cinema” designation used for these films, as well as to advocate for a return to
“modernist” and “parametric” as preferred terms that can better address the complex
circulations of global art cinema in the twenty-first century, in both its mechanisms
and its effects. I believe that we must, if we are to become truly attentive global
spectators, acknowledge our position in circuits of contemporary cinematic exchange,
a position that is not always or simply one of power and knowledge. We must be
prepared to be challenged by what the current manifestations of the parametric
tradition can show us and potentially teach us. And we must rise to this challenge by
taking seriously their own serious rearticulations of cinematic modernism, and in so
doing reconsider received wisdom about what this was through what it now is.

In his 1985 book Narration in the Fiction Film, David Bordwell categorizes and
amplifies five forms of narration that he finds more or less in accord with certain
epochs in the history of fiction filmmaking: classical, historical-materialist, art cinema,
parametric, and palimpsestic.’ The first three of these have, he argues, reasonably clear
ties to historical developments of narration—the classical with the “invisible style” of
Hollywood cinema from the interwar period through to the 196o0s; the historical-
materialist with the theoretically tied Marxist forms of the Soviet montage school; and
art cinema with the innovations of Italian neorealism extending through the various
new waves in Europe, reaching an apogee in terms of both quantity and influence in
the 1960s. The other two, however, do not for Bordwell coalesce around an identifiably
articulable period, though for different reasons: Palimpsestic narration is considered a
particular manifestation limited largely (though not wholly) to the work of Jean-Luc
Godard; and parametric narration, he avers, “is not linked to a single national school,
period, or genre of filmmaking. Its norms seem to lack the historical concreteness of
the three modes I have considered so far. In many ways, the pertinent historical context
is less that of filmmaking than that of film theory and criticism. To some extent, then,
this mode of narration applies to isolated filmmakers and fugitive films.”® As the
adjectives imply, the examples are comparatively few: only five filmmakers—Ozu,
Dreyer, Bresson, Mizoguchi, and Jacques Tati—and seven films: M (1931), Ivan the
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Terrible (1945), Last Year at Marienbad (1961), Vivre sa vie (1962), Méditerranée (1963),
Katzelmacher (1969), and L’Eden et apreés (1970).

How is it that Bordwell is able to isolate these films and filmmakers from the sea
of others? By the particular vagaries of their mode of narration, which he characterizes
as “one in which the film’s stylistic system creates patterns distinct from the demands of
the syuzhet system.”” The term that he uses to categorize this mode, parametric narration,
is one that has not been taken up in the field with much consistency or warmth in the
years since the book’s publication, and the same holds true for his use of Russian
formalist terminology combined with cognitive theory to define the differing systems
at work in a given film. I must therefore take a moment to unpack this terminology so
that we can all be reminded what is meant by these words, and why they are important.

The first of these is fabula, which refers to the “imaginary construct” created
“progressively and retroactively” by the spectator of a film.? It is, more simply put, the
story of the film—the chronological order of events that take place in the fictional world
played out on-screen, some of which may precede the time of the film itself (i.e.,
backstory). In contrast, Bordwell uses the term syuzhet to refer to what is “phenomenally
present,” the “actual arrangement and presentation of the fabula in the film,” the
ordering of the events, actions, and so on—what he and Kristin Thompson refer to
elsewhere as the plot. The story could be what we remember most of a narrative film;
that said, it is not actually present in the film, or rather is only present insofar as it is
built out of the plot, the particular ordering and presentation of story details.

Narration consists of the interaction of the plot with story via style, a film’s systematic
use of cinematic devices. In the case of classical narration, “stylistic patterns tend to be
vehicles for” the plot’s “process of cueing us to construct” the story.’ In other words,
style is subordinated to plot, which itself is subordinated to the needs of the story—the
“invisible style” of classical Hollywood cinema being the most notable example. Art-
cinema and historical-materialist narration position style more prominently as an
overall feature; but even in these cases, “the film’s unique deployment of stylistic
features nonetheless remains subordinate” to plot-defined functions.! What is unique
about parametric narration, then, is that only in this mode is style promoted to the level
of a shaping force in the film. Plot and style thus do not necessarily have a fixed relation
to one another, something foregrounded in parametric narration. They vary in
importance and may demonstrate differing levels of arbitrariness, such that some
stylistic choices seem not to be motivated by the concerns of the plot but assume an
importance in their own right, and at their most extreme entirely for themselves.
Following on from Noél Burch’s Theory of Film Practice (1973), then, Bordwell takes
both his term “parameters, or stylistic procedures” and his suggestion that these “are
as functionally important to the film’s overall form as are narrative ones” as starting
points for his positing of parametric narration.”? The result is a “style-centered”
narration, a mode rarer (at least from a 1970s standpoint) than any of the others and as
such more difficult to establish clear guidelines for identifying and analyzing.

Bordwell is nonetheless meticulous in his efforts to do so. An initial means is to
link parametric narration with two relatively contemporaneous developments in other
arts: the “total serialism” of European music of the 1950s (Pierre Boulez, Karlheinz
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Stockhausen, etc.); and the structuralism of the same period in the nouveau roman and
the Tel Quel group in France.” Characteristically, Bordwell does not push these
contextual developments, but instead derives from them formal qualities applicable to
his own formalist project: “Both serialism and structuralism held that textual
components form an order that coheres according to intrinsic principles. . . . This line
of thought suggests that style . . . may form an independent structure in the text. Style
need be governed only by internal coherence, not by representational function.”™* Using
the example of a graphic match from the Ozu film What Did the Lady Forget? (1937),
Bordwell draws a distinction between style and flourish: “Any film might contain an
aesthetically motivated flourish—a gratuitous camera movement, an unexpected and
unjustified color shift or sound bridge. In the visual arts, a flourish is an embellishment . . .
[that] exhibits aesthetic motivation” on the part of a creator. “Ozu’s graphic match,
however, is not a flourish; the device recurs frequently and systematically. . . . In
parametric narration, style is organized across the film according to distinct principles.””
Stylistic devices thus, through frequency and repetition, exhibit in a film constituted by
parametric narration a serial or structural prominence that is more than just decorative
or ornamental.

In order for style to come forward across a whole film, it must for Bordwell possess
an “internal coherence” that “depends on establishing a distinctive, often unique
intrinsic stylistic norm. We can distinguish between two broad strategies. One is the
‘ascetic’ or ‘sparse’ option, in which the film limits its norm to a narrower range of
procedures than are codified in other extrinsic norms. . . . Once the intrinsic stylistic
norm is in place, it must be developed,” not simply repeated.’® But this does not mean
that its development is teleological in a way that binds it to plot or story. Rather, its
development is for its own sake. In contrast is what Bordwell identifies as “a more
‘replete’ intrinsic norm” that presents “an inventory or a range of paradigmatic
options”—his example is Godard’s Vivre sa vie, which does not conclude but more
simply ends once it has covered all of the possible variants of its intrinsic norm: “how
to shoot and cut character interaction.” In both the “sparse” and the “replete” types,
“the film will have a strong inner unity: a prominent intrinsic norm and patterned
reiterations of that.” But while the plot construction and narration “may possess a
cumulative overall shape, often of great structural symmetry,” in parametric cinema
“the stylistic patterning tends to be additive and open-ended, with no predictable point
of termination.”"”

Here is where things start to get messy. The overall effect of such a film on a
viewer, even one who has been trained over time to apprehend what Bordwell earlier
calls “the schemata for the 1960s ‘art film,”” can be not entirely pleasurable, as “it
thwarts the chief method of managing viewing time—constructing a linear” story.
Burch was unconcerned about this, or rather viewed it as a necessary development for
film to achieve formal maturity and autonomy.' It is for Bordwell, too, a positive
feature of the parametric mode that it “strains so vigorously against habitual capacities
that it risks boring or baffling the spectator,” as in doing so it “points up the limits
upon the art film’s extrinsic norms . . . and lets us acknowledge a richness of texture
that resists interpretation.”” This is very similar to a position Susan Sontag had
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articulated in her essay “Against Interpretation” twenty years earlier, in 1965, which
would have been measured at Bordwell’s time of writing as the height of both
parametric and art cinema. The comparison is suggestive, as Sontag in her book of the
same title devoted long essays to both Bresson and Godard’s Vivre sa vie, as Bordwell
does here.? Viewers unwilling or unable to take up such a challenge, that is, those in
thrall to art cinema’s less rigorous and therefore more digestible stylistic norms, will
note that parametric films are organized by striking stylistic patterns but misrecognize
their singularity, will “seek to insert parametric narration into the art-cinema mode”
and, in so doing, actually “neglect the workings of style.” Rather than analyze
parametric films closely and in purely formal terms, such a viewer becomes for
Bordwell an interpretive critic who “is tempted to ‘read’” stylistic patterns, “to assign
them thematic meanings.” It is thus significant that “the most celebrated exponents
of the sparse parametric strategy—Dreyer, Ozu, Mizoguchi, and Bresson—are often
seen as creating mysterious and mystical films. . . . Noncinematic schemata, often
religious ones, may thus be brought in to motivate the workings of style.”?' For
Bordwell, reading “stylistic effects in this way” is indicative of a broader tendency,
“that of assuming that everything in any film (or any good film) must be interpretable
thematically. . . . The critic assumes that everything in the film should contribute to
meaning. If style is not decoration, it must be motivated compositionally or realistically
or, best of all, as narrational commentary.”” In other words, a kind of connotative
interpretation is available for these films, either in the form of thematic or auteurist
interpretation, but misattends to the specifically formal play at work in them.

What Bordwell is advocating here is not interpretation, then, but analysis, and
analysis of a specific sort: one that reveals the exclusively “formal causes” that explain
“that aura of mystery and transcendence” that many attribute to parametric films. The
implicityet clear reference for this tendency is Paul Schrader, whose book Transcendental
Style in Film: Ozu, Bresson, Dreyer (1972) concerns itself with three sparse parametric
filmmakers who in his estimation have “forged a remarkably common film form” to
“express the Holy.””* But Dudley Andrew’s estimable Film in the Aura of Art, which was
published the year before Narration in the Fiction Film appeared, would not make the
grade here either. His book in some ways bears the hallmarks of a parametric study,
not the least in his justification for the films he has selected (including Bresson’s and
Mizoguchi’s), films that “demand a type of critical activity not required of more standard
cinema. . . . Purportedly outside the system, they teach us how to deal with them. This
they do in the midst of our viewing them, or, more often, as we feel called to re-view
them. The effort they demand of spectators to learn a new system, one suitable for a
single film, places the film outside standard cinema where it may be either ignored or
given special, even lasting, attention.”?* But the “aura” of Andrew’s title is a giveaway
of the zeal, the passion, he brings to what he is happy to call readings, interpretation,
criticism: “Edification should be the result, the kind of edification each film in its
singularity can offer, and that other kind of edification . . . [which] strives to bring to
light the conditions, and method, by which meaning and significance come to us in
our experience of the movies.”” A Bordwellian parametric study, by contrast, views its
object with deliberate dispassion: “In parametric cinema, the [plot] is subordinated to
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an immanent, impersonal stylistic pattern.”?® The analyst’s role is to identify and map
out this pattern—with rigor and detail, but also with similar impersonality.

Here is where, for me, Bordwellian neoformalism demonstrates a certain poverty
of intent—it segments and analyses for the sake of it, determining how a film is
structured, but with no “what for?” beyond indicating its degree of cognitive
intelligibility—an intelligibility achieved only through close analysis. And in doing so
reduction rather than inflation occurs, as Daniel Frampton has noted: “By understanding
the genre of parametric narration Bordwell believes we can better appreciate these
kinds of films—but in analysing typical art-cinema or parametric narratives Bordwell
only seems to want to rationalise them. Radical cinema is reduced to principles, systems,
all towards trying to bring artistic cinema into the rational fold of classic cinema. . . .
How low-impact can you get, how . . . boring (in the face of such amazing films . . .).”
The parametric film text in such a method is assumed to be, and shown at the end to
be, a closed circuit of exchanges with itself, exchanges that need not cohere into a
unified meaning of any sort, and that at any rate certainly do not refer outside of itself,
stylistically or historically. It simply exists.

Bordwell’s neoformalist approach to the study of cinema has, alongside the
“Historical Poetics” programmatics of the Madison School of which he played so
integral a part, achieved a certain prominence in Anglo-American academic film
studies, and he is unquestionably among the most bracingly knowledgeable and widely
read figures of his and later generations. But curiously, parametrics—not only as a tag
but also as an analytical method—has not been taken up with consistency or rigor by
film scholars, Bordwellian or no, in the years since the publication of Narration in the
Fiction Film.”® To be sure, it has been glossed occasionally in other studies of cinematic
narration. But in my research I have only been able to find three examples—all recent—
that take up explicitly the very terms of Bordwell’s work. One is a curious, self-published,
online “book” (actually an extended essay) by Fatmir Terziu entitled Parametric
Narration in Norman Wisdom’s Films.* The second is an essay by Colin Burnett on Hou
Hsiao-hsien’s The Flowers of Shanghai (1998), to which I will return later. And the third
offers a sustained engagement that stems directly from Bordwell’s other work on art
cinema: Andras Balint Kovacs’s 2007 book Screening Modernism: European Art Cinema,
1950-1980. In addition to his concerted attention to art cinema’s formal properties,
Kovacs in this study is presenting a historical argument, and one that I would put
under some pressure: that while art cinema is alive today and “in Asia is probably more
inventive and potent than it is in Europe” (no argument there), “modernist art cinema,
as we have known it from the sixties, is gone. Modernism is film history now—and not
because its inception dates back decades but primarily because today’s art films are
considerably different from those of the 196o0s. . . . [L]ate modernism in the cinema
was a universal aesthetic phenomenon but prevailed only in some films and only
during a limited period of time.”*

Bordwell was adamant not to call parametric cinema modernist, to the degree that
he ends his chapter with a short section called “The Problem of Modernism”—the
problem being that “we cannot posit any influence of” modernist movements in the
other arts “upon all parametric films.”*! This strikes me as odd, insofar as he is here
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turning to extratextual predeterminants or influence as necessary for the ascription of
the term “modernist” to the objects of study he has himself selected, “isolated
filmmakers and fugitive films”—that is, privileged cases. Parametric narration for
Bordwell thus exceeds modernism’s grasp, and in any case modernism does not even
sufficiently account for art cinema, so it is effectively evacuated from the book entirely.
Kovacs rightly identifies here “an ambiguity in Bordwell’s system. . . . [it] is midway
between technicality and historicity. It is historical because it not [sic] derived from an
abstract categorical system that allows only a set number of cases. In other words, it is
a historical taxonomy. But it is technical in the sense that Bordwell does not link any of
his categories to historical contexts, and he leaves open the possibility for anyone to
discover them in any period of film history.” Kovacs puts this ambiguity down to the
fact that European modernism, at the time of Narration in the Fiction Film’s writing,
was only just “fading away, and nothing was sure about its trajectory. Twenty years later
the picture is clearer: modernism is over, and now we may assert with certainty that
Bordwell’s nonclassical narrative modes are all specific variations of what we can call
modern narration, not one or the other but all of them together.”**

On the one hand I consider Kovacs’s work as an advance: It opens up the possibility
for a more widespread engagement with parametric narration than does Bordwell’s,
situating it under a term—modernism—that continues to have critical currency and
does not jettison it from historical context. So to Bordwell’s list can be added many
films by directors that fall under a modernist purview, such as Antonioni, Jancso,
Tarkovsky, Akerman, and Angelopoulos—all exponents of a long-take aesthetic that
could collectively be seen as a group (rather than unique) “norm,” and one that in fact
Kovacs calls “analytical modernism.” The benefit here is that such a widening of
potential objects for study might disengage analysis of parametric narration from
individual films and open it out to a consideration of a parametric cinema as a properly
historical phenomenon, one embedded within (as opposed to distinct from) the
extratextual. But on the other hand, Kovacs’s insistence on historicizing modernism as
“over,” and his situating its history solely within a European sphere of influence, is
something I find highly arguable—indeed counterintuitive on the basis of what I am
seeing with my eyes and hearing with my ears in much of contemporary art cinema.
On this score Kovacs needs to be quoted at some length:

The question concerning the finished or unfinished character of modern cinema,
in the final analysis, should be seen in the broader context of the modern and the
postmodern. . . . [O]ne cannot disregard the historical moment when forms
hitherto considered as mainstream, productive, rich, sustainable, or simply
fashionable all of a sudden become obsolete, empty, and marginal in the eyes of
the audience and the artists. . . . Even if many important films of the 1980s and
1990s have continued to use the stylistic and narrative solutions that modernism
invented . . . during this period we encounter important aesthetic phenomena in
mainstream filmmaking that are essentially uncommon to modernism. To
mention but a few, I can point to the emphasis on the nonreal character of the
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narrative (whereas one of modernism’s main goals was the demystification of
narrative fiction), narrative and stylistic heterogeneity (which is contrary to the
purity of modernism), and intensification of emotional effects (as opposed to
modernism’s intellectual puritanism).*

Elsewhere in his book Kovics draws further distinctions between modernist and
postmodernist cinema. But I cannot square up the latter, at least as it is characterized
here, with a prominent sector of contemporary film festival-feted cinematic production
that must be recognized as alternately “mainstream, productive, rich, sustainable, or
simply fashionable” rather than “obsolete, empty, and marginal’—with, in fact, a
modernism that seems quite healthy and hale.

The films and filmmakers practicing such modernism are not by any means all
“beyond Europe,” as noted in this essay’s title. Award-winning and celebrated films of
the last twenty years by Michael Haneke, Philippe Garrel, Bruno Dumont, Claire
Denis, Jean-Pierre and Luc Dardenne, Pedro Costa, and Ulrich Seidl certainly display
modernist styles and narration, and rarely if at all combine them with attendant

» o«

postmodern features such as “nonreal character of the narrative,” “narrative and
stylistic heterogeneity,” or “intensification of emotional effects.” Indeed, many of these
films display the elements necessary for Bordwell’s more stringent categorization of
parametric cinema, particularly the “sparse” approach. This is even more consistently
the case for the Eastern Central European filmmakers Aleksandr Sokurov and Béla
Tarr, the latter of whose Sdtdntangé (1994) and Werckmeister Harmonies (2000) are
without question as difficult, as rigorous—and, I dare say, as transcendent—as
anything Bresson or Dreyer rustled up for their audiences in the 1960s.* Confining
myself only to European cinematic production of the past decade, I could easily triple
Bordwell’s shortlist of five “isolated” filmmakers and seven “fugitive” films, and
herein lies a significant point: that three of the limitations he claims are inherent to
the parametric mode no longer seem to apply, if indeed they ever did: that such
narration is not a widespread filmmaking strategy; that its principles do not constitute
a widespread viewing norm; and that the development of the “intrinsic stylistic norm”
of a parametric film is unlikely to be perceivable in one cognitive sitting. In short, one
cannot dismiss so easily the possibility that parametric narration has in fact settled
in, and cinematic modernism extended over, the past two decades in such a way as to
become not only widespread and perceivable, but also more recognizable, watchable,
and marketable, than Bordwell in his formalism and Kovacs his historicalism would
allow.

My move, then, “beyond Europe” is one that I must flag as being driven by an
overriding interest not only in the preponderance of films and filmmakers that (not
unproblematically) might be considered as engaging in their practices “elsewhere,”
but also in coming to terms with the terms themselves to be used to describe these
practices in a useful (extrinsic) rather than merely categorical (intrinsic) way. In
earlier work I considered the Malaysian-born, Taiwan-based filmmaker Tsai Ming-
liang as a contemporary example and proponent of modernist aesthetics and was
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even then aware of how doing so could invoke a geo-aesthetic mapping like that
undertaken by Fredric Jameson, whose characterization of a “belated emergence of
modernism in the modernizing Third World, at a moment when the so-called
advanced countries are themselves sinking into full postmodernity,” persists as a
danger.* I would insist that engaging with and characterizing a mode of contemporary
cinematic production beyond Europe as modernist should not perforce bind it to the
strictures of a historical or geographic stagism, but instead emphasize the degree to
which historical time is palimpsestic and dispersive in all cultures, how aesthetic forms
may be translated across cultures in multiple circuits of exchange and appropriation.
I am not alone here: Janet Harbord and John Orr, among others, have argued for the
continuing coexistence of modernist principles and production and postmodern
cinematic culture, or for a “chronological inversion” of the very terms themselves,
respectively.’® I am therefore pressing for an investigation of a wide range of
filmmakers and films circulating within the same orbitas Tsai, not simply aesthetically
(or, in some cases, geographically), but also institutionally, within global art film
culture and academic film studies.

The following have directed, some on occasion and others consistently over the
past twenty years, films that constitute what I am calling a parametric tradition:

Lisandro Alonso (Argentina)

Idrissa Ouedraogo (Burkina Faso)

Wong Kar-wai (Hong Kong)

Abbas Kiarostami, Jafar Panahi, Samira Makhmalbaf (Iran)
Hirokazu Kore-eda, Aoyama Shinji (Japan)

Carlos Reygadas (Mexico)

Abderrahmane Sissako (Mauritania)

Chen Kaige, Tian Zhuangzhuang, Jia Zhangke (PRC)
Kim Ki-duk, Hong Sang-soo (South Korea)

Hou Hsiao-hsien, Tsai Ming-liang (Taiwan)
Apichatpong Weerasethakul (Thailand)

Nuri Bilge Ceylan (Turkey)

One way into such a list could be to consider in detail the acknowledged influence on
the Asian filmmakers especially of Hou Hsiao-hsien, the only director to have been the
subject of a properly parametric analysis. The impetus to think Hou’s work as
parametric derives in some part from the frequent comparisons between his filmmaking
practice and that of Ozu, a comparison he initially underplayed and later embraced—
his film Café Lumiére (2003) being an explicit homage.”” Odd, then, that Colin Burnett
in his article “Parametric Narration and Optical Transition Devices: Hou Hsiao-hsien
and Robert Bresson in Comparison” opts for Bresson as a precursor instead of Ozu—
though on closer inspection not so strange, as Burnett uses Bordwell’s extended
analysis in Narration in the Fiction Film of Bresson’s Pickpocket (1960) in order to
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elucidate the specificities of Hou’s parametric style in Flowers of Shanghai, a film that
“virtually imprisons its narrative in ascetic stylistic paradigms.”*® This article
demonstrates without a doubt that the film is parametric, and as such goes some way
toward puncturing the bubble that would limit such a practice to late modernism as a
period and Europe as a geographic locus. But the terms of its analysis are Bordwellian
to the letter, purely formal in scope, and as such evince a potential limitation of close
analyses of individual films, if not my conception of a parametric tradition as a whole:
inattention to geocultural context. This inattention, it must be emphasized, is not on
the part of the film itself but, rather, the analysis.

Why must such attention be present, even in an analysis of a film’s formal
properties and strategies—for surely, other scholarly work on this and other films by
the same director can or will perform this critical function? Because to isolate the
formal as purely so, without taking thoughtful account of the generative mechanisms
for it (and not simply, as in Flowers of Shanghai, the stylistic influence of Ozu), is to
provide only a partial picture of not only how such formal operations work but also how
for certain, and potentially different, audiences. In other words, the cognitive perceptions
of these operations are not separable from the cultural codes available to the spectator—
and it is here that the question of global versus local knowledges and histories comes
to the fore. In the case of the Ozu/Hou comparison, Abe Mark Nornes and Yeh Yueh-yu
proffer how easy it is “to cite a few general areas of overlap: minimalism, a predilection
for unusual self-restraint and systematization, as well as a fascination for the graphic
qualities of the image.”* But if the basis for these shared similarities cannot be simply
a shared formal paradigm that spans time and national culture, neither can it be
characterized (andin some cases dismissed) as “pan-Asianism” or “Asian minimalism.”*°
Given the range of filmmakers I have put forward as constituting this parametric
tradition, to place this body of work under the lens of close textual analysis of either a
purely formal or a slightly expanded auteurist or even national film cultural sort is not
enough. Buthow to provide, to take account of and to analyze, the complex transnational
negotiations that this tradition is engaged in its most salient contemporary form, in
this sector of film production and reception?

Seeing these films as parametric, and undertaking close formal analyses of them,
cannot accomplish this in itself—Dbut it can uncover moments when such negotiations
are taking place, a situatedness for cinematic modernism that can provide fresh fields to
cultivate in our understanding of its history as well as of its abiding presence in
contemporary art cinema. And this is why reclaiming parametrics is for me valuable,
and for restoring to it something Burch noted in his initial proposal for it: “giving as
important a place to the viewer’s disorientation as to his orientation. And these are but
two of the possible multiple dialectics that will form the very substance of the cinema of
the future.”! Having watched (and in many cases rewatched) these films for some
time now, I am able to “crack” the parametric codes of them, formally speaking, with
some facility and speed, and must honestly attest to the pleasures of such an activity.
Wong Kar-wai’s In the Mood for Love (2000), a well-known example, is built on a
developing system of motifs, both aural and visual, that take male/female oppositions

as structuring conceits:
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She (Mrs. Chan) He (Mr. Chow)

travel agency (transient, future) journalist (fixed, present)

[similar instruments—typewriter/setter, phones—but hers are more modern)]
movies (images, popular) newspaper serials (words, literary)
cheongsam (China, nostalgia) suits (the West, modernity)
handbags [fashion—Dbought by spouses] ties

screen Left (her position, her flat) screen Right (his position, his flat)
pans/dollies L-R (seated, noodle shop/  pans/dollies R-L (seated, noodle
diner) shop/diner)

Mrs. Suen, L building [landlords]Mr. Koo, R building

The L-R system marking screen space and camera movements for these two main
characters visually breaks down when their roles as dutiful wife and husband to their
respective spouses are thrown into question by their ineffable, inevitable slide into
affection and desire—the code here being one of a notable, repeated, developed style,
of course, but also one of social constraints subtending public displays of intimacy and
decorum tied to the historical time and cultural place of their encounter. These breaks
are accomplished in circumscribed ways. In their second diner scene one-third of the
way into the film, the screen locations are at first as they “should be,” inaugurated by an
initial L-R dolly shot from behind and over the booth favoring her on-screen left and
then a standard OTS shot favoring him on the right. But when she instructs him to order
her meal for her, and they for the first time pretend to be a married couple according
to this social contract, the camera setup shifts via a cut to a frontal mid-shot revealing
their switched positions in the booth, or rather the ones they were already occupying but
from another perspective—positions countering a heretofore accepted state of things
between them now undergoing, and forestalled slightly by the camera’s uncharacteristic
delaying of the frontal staging of their relation, complication and development.

A stylistic pas de deux ensues from this point forward, with the code alternately
breaking as the two continue to playact or otherwise depart from their socially
sanctioned roles and duties, then reinstating itself as they reassume them. A climax (of
sorts) is reached when, in a remarkable jump cut, Mrs. Chan relocates from screen left
to right in the rear of a taxi en route to a rendezvous with Mr. Chow in hotel room
2040, the anticipation of their long-delayed romantic liaison visualized through an
unprecedented break in the visual field.

Her subsequent way into and exit from the hotel, via a riot of jump cuts and hesitant
longeurs, underscores the emotional turmoil, the societal weight, and the indeterminate
outcome of this moment in their relationship. Importantly, what transpires in room
2046 onthisnightisnever, stylistically or narratively—an admittedly false counterposition,
given the present discussion, but one nonetheless tantalizingly suggested by the film—
resolved. That this event (if it can be characterized as such) inaugurates the third act of
the film is thus telling, from a structural point of view. For it provides an unsaid mystery
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FIGURES 1.1 AND 1.2. In the Mood for Love (Wong Kar-wai, 2000). In a remarkable jump cut, Mrs. Chan
(Maggie Cheung) relocates from screen left to right in the rear of a taxi.

that motivates In the Mood for Love’s finale. Set some years hence at the temple of Angkor
Wat in Cambodia, the final sequence of the film witnesses Mr. Chow whispering his (and
her?) secrets into a cavity in a wall that is then plugged with turf, so as to seal them for
eternity. The unmotivated tracking shots of this concluding sequence are for me among
the most resonant and affecting in contemporary cinema, particularly the final exterior
shot as dusk falls on the temple, which tracks slowly from left to right. It is “her” shot: not
only he but the film itself is maintaining, over and against their clear passion, a respectful
distance and propriety regarding the question of their marital fidelity, achieved at the level
of film style that, through its own logic, will not, cannot, declare their desire’s memory.
The stately low-angle reverse tracking shots through the temple that precede this
final one, taking in the worn bas-reliefs and details of the warm sandstone comprising
the temple’s interior and exterior architecture, recall the famous forward tracking shots
that commence Last Year at Marienbad, moving across the vaulted ceilings, past the
soaring pillars, through the grand entrances, and along the walls of mirrors of a
European palace by turns baroque, rococo, and neoclassical in design and decoration.
The wordlessness of In the Mood for Love’s closing is a tactful inversion of the incantatory,
whisperingly relentless voiceover of Last Year at Marienbad’s opening, which describes
“this structure of another century, this enormous, luxurious, baroque, lugubrious
hotel, where corridors succeed endless corridors—silent deserted corridors overloaded
with a dim, cold ornamentation of woodwork, stucco, moldings, marble, black mirrors,
dark paintings, columns, heavy hangings, sculptured door frames, series of doorways,
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FIGURE 1.3. The interior of Angkor Wat at the end of In the Mood for Love.

galleries, transverse corridors that open in turn on empty salons, rooms overloaded
with an ornamentation from another century, silent halls. . . .” Unlike the unmistakable
Angkor Wat, which grounds definitively In the Mood for Love’s conclusion in a specific
place (and time—accomplished by the newsreel footage of French president Charles
de Gaulle’s 1966 visit that opens the film’s finale), the setting of Last Year at Marienbad
isindeterminate, a disorienting admixture of Nymphenburg Palace and its Amalienburg
Hunting Lodge in Munich, Schleifheim Palace in Oberschleiftheim, and Oranienburg
Palace in the Brandenburg Marches, all of which stand in for a single hotel in a spa
town located eighty miles west of Prague. The unity and restrained monumentality of
Angkor Wat in In the Mood for Love stand in stark contrast to the incongruity and
overwrought grandeur of Marienbad’s spaces.*

This clear referencing of the dispassionately parametric Last Year at Marienbad,
the key work of postwar European cinematic modernism, invites reflection on not only
the continuing influence of this particular film on contemporary art film practice but
also how modernism as a whole continues to be inflected, with difference, beyond
Europe. The distinct features, architectures, and histories of use of these films’ settings
and shooting locations—tied to disparate economies and legacies of capital and of
spirit—are thrown into relief by the closing of In the Mood for Love, which entreats us
in its discretion to recognize how our knowledge of aesthetic film history remains still
so partial, how we have really only just begun to attend to questions of geography and
culture from a more global perspective for our understanding of film style. Just as
important, it discloses its foreignness through a parametric form that reserves, in the
end, its mystery and transcendence.
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THE FANTASTIC TRAJECTORY OF PINK ART
CINEMA FROM STALIN TO BUSH

Sharon Hayashi

What can two exceptionally wry and oddly political Japanese pink films made forty
years apart tell us about how global art cinema is constructed as a category? Both Kabe
no naka no himegoto | Secrets behind the Wall (Koji Wakamatsu, 1965) and Hanai Sachiko
no karei na shogai | The Glamorous Life of Sachiko Hanai (Mitsuru Meike, 2004) were
originally distributed as sex films in Japan but crossed over into the global category of
art cinema on the international film festival circuit. Through an analysis of these two
films and how they have been framed and reframed in global and local contexts, this
essay will explore the filmic and critical practices that created a pink art cinema. The
first of these films, Secrets behind the Wall, crossed genres almost by accident, due
to the desires of an international art film circuit eager to read Japanese film in art
cinematic terms, and against the protests of an angered Japanese film establishment.
Consequently, Japanese producers began the strategic marketing and distribution of
some pink films as art cinema. But even these later films, including The Glamorous Life
of Sachiko Hanai, could be launched into unintended international careers.

The aim of this essay is not to canonize pink cinema as art cinema. These two
films are hardly representative of the more than 5,000 pink films produced in Japan
since 1962. Rather, my goal is to look at the ways in which pink art cinema poses a
problem for accepted film categories. Film genre scholar Alexander Zahlten has per-
suasively argued that pink films must be understood as a historically evolving genre of
a national film industry.! In tracing the global trajectory of pink films, this essay will
show how geographical displacement can trouble accepted categories of “art film” and
“sex film.” The happenstance entry of Secrets behind the Wall into the foreign context of
the Berlin International Film Festival in 1965 changed its genre-bound status and
made it into a symbol of national culture, to the chagrin of Japanese authorities
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and producers. Forty years later, screenings of The Glamorous Life of Sachiko Hanai at
more than twenty-five international film festivals specializing in art, independent,
experimental, and fantasy films, including the Udine Far East Film Festival, the Vienna
International Film Festival, the San Francisco International Film Festival, and the
Montreal Fantasia Film Festival, signaled the malleability of pink cinema, allowing it
to be framed for specific purposes and demographics that no longer fit into earlier
models of national mass consumption or international high art.? Thus, at the Frankfurt
Nippon Connection Festival in 2005 the film was presented in the idiom of a subcul-
tural, pop, and fantastic Japan, but in 2008 it was shown at a festival in Seoul devoted
to reclaiming pink film as an erotic cinema for women.

Pink film occupies a marginalized position in the Japanese film industry despite
the fact that it accounts for a third of the yearly output of Japanese films and has pro-
vided a training ground for many of Japan’s most successful directors. Although they
have evolved since their inception in 1962, pink films are generally recognized today
as erotic films produced by independent production companies for specialized sex film
theaters across Japan. They usually contain five to seven sex scenes and clock in at
around sixty to seventy minutes long in order to fit into the lunch hour of the mostly
male office worker clientele. No comparable sex film industry exists elsewhere.* How-
ever, the particular model of pink film production is not due to any intrinsically
Japanese notion of sexuality but arises out of the specific historical configuration and
collapse of the Japanese postwar film industry. When major film studios were no
longer able to meet their own production quotas of erotic fare, independent film com-
panies formed to produce erotic films to fill the screens of exhibitors. Pink film produc-
tion was an early form of outsourcing that provided the soft-core software needed for
the hardware of film theaters. The low-budget pink films were produced quickly, to be
shown outside of the mainstream venues of exhibition. This provided the opportunity
for a few interested filmmakers to use their pink films to make ironic political com-
mentaries on the contemporary social situation.

THE EROTIC IMPERATIVE OF JOSEPH STALIN

Secrets behind the Wall was an eroduction—the contemporary term for films that revealed
flesh to titillate—that was also a stunningly violent critique of postwar Japan, charting
the disillusionment and betrayal of love and ideals after the failure of the Japanese
student movement in 1960. The film opens with two lovers from the movement
reunited several years later whose political and sexual desires remain fused to an ear-
lier moment of passionate political struggle. In the opening scene of the film, the
naked lovers caress in front of a portrait of Stalin in a bleak public housing complex in
Tokyo. Stalin’s presence in the bedroom underlines the impossibility of delineating a
space of intimacy or desire outside the political. Nobuko injects Toshio’s scarred shoul-
der with steroids and passionately cries, “You're the symbol of Japan, the symbol of
Hiroshima, the symbol of the anti-war struggle. As long as I love you, I'll never forget
the war, I hate war and will fight for peace.” This scene foregrounds Toshio’s scarred
flesh as a complex allegory for Japan.
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While another scandalous pink film released the same year, Kuroi yuki / Black
Snow (Testuji Takechi, 1965), employed a naked woman running alongside the fence
of a U.S. military base to symbolize the occupation of Japan by U.S. forces in a more
conventionally familiarized way, in Secrets behind the Wall the woman does not repre-
sent a suffering Japan. Instead, the object of her desire is the symbol of a wounded
Japan and Hiroshima. As Nobuko nurses and lovingly caresses Toshio’s scarred shoul-
der, he chastises her for living in the past and being so obsessed by his keloidal skin.
Only the past, however, can ignite her pleasure in the present. Living in the cramped
confines of a public housing complex with her estranged husband, Nobuko only finds
passion when reunited with her old lover from her student days of political activism.
“It is the keloid that joins us,” she insists to Toshio, signaling how the desire to fight
and to love is irrevocably intertwined with his wounded body. The couple declares their
love eternal, like the radiation that courses through his body. As she makes love to
Toshio, images of the atomic bomb and the explosive protests against the renewal of
the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty are superimposed over her face. Hiroshima and the
student protests literally explode within Nobuko. Her ecstasy triggers nostalgia for an
earlier moment of political conviction.

In 1960 protests against the renewal of the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty brought
together student and labor organizations, peace activists, and citizens’ groups in the largest
political protest movement in Japan’s postwar history. More than 16 million people
opposed to the remilitarization of Japan and the restrictions on Japanese sovereignty
imposed by the security treaty signed petitions, held strikes, and demonstrated in the
streets outside of parliament.* The student movement coalescing around these protests
provided new leadership and direction for the Japanese Left largely replacing the Japan
Communist party and Japan Socialist party, whose ideological directives and suppression
of alternate views were seen as outdated. Although the Japan Communist party adamantly
opposed the possession of nuclear weapons by the Soviet Union and had split with Moscow
over Stalin’s support of nuclear armament, the suppression of the Hungarian revolution by
Soviet troops in 1956 and the revelations that same year of Stalin’s Great Purge left many
leftists disillusioned with the Soviet Union. Stalin became a symbol of betrayal.

FIGURE 2.1. Secrets behind the Wall (Wakamatsu, 19065).
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In a flashback to their student years when Toshio and Nobuko first became lovers,
Stalin makes a second appearance, but the composition of the scene is reversed. This
time it is Toshio who injects Nobuko with steroids, as she lies in bed under the watchful
gaze of a portrait of Stalin. In an extreme gesture of devotion to both her lover and the
peace movement, Nobuko has just had herself sterilized. She justifies this drastic
measure by telling her lover that a child might “interfere” with their struggle for peace
and that she had been told that victims of radiation like Toshio should not have chil-
dren. She is jolted back into the bleak reality of the present when she overhears Toshio’s
telephone conversation with his stockbroker. In a complete betrayal of the peace move-
ment and their love, Toshio has invested in Japanese industries profiting from the
Vietnam War. The transformation of her lover from antiwar symbol to wartime profi-
teer exposes the fragility of antiwar ideals in a capitalist market propped up by the war
industry. Nobuko sacrificed her body for a man, for a cause, and for a nation, only to
realize that she had been betrayed by all three.

Echoing social debates of the time, Secrets behind the Wall deploys bodies as con-
tested sites of political discourse. One year before Secrets behind the Wall was made, the
1964 Tokyo Olympics was seized on as an opportunity to showcase Japan’s phenom-
enal postwar recovery. As the city was razed to create a modern stage for the games,
memories of the war were sanitized. To prove Japan’s miraculous recovery, an athlete
born on August 6, 1945, the day the nuclear bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, was
chosen as a torchbearer of the Olympic flame. Although born only seventy miles away
from the epicenter of the bomb, Atom Boy—as he was nicknamed—possessed a per-
fect athletic body that symbolized Japan’s miraculous phoenix-like recovery from the
devastation of World War I1.> Secrets behind the Wall contests Japan’s postwar recovery
symbolized by the perfect body of Atom Boy, by presenting damaged bodies written
out of this official history. Toshio’s scarred flesh acts as a reminder of the continued
effects of radiation from the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in
1945. The film does not fall into a purely heroic narrative of the student movement but
outlines a counternarrative marked by serial political and personal disillusionment.
Following Stalin’s betrayal of the ideals of socialism, Toshio embraces capitalism at the
expense of his student movement ideals.

Similarly, Nobuko’s sterility is attributed to an overzealous devotion to a political
movement. Although the operation is self-imposed, it is suggestive of the gendered
sacrifices made for the student movement. On a metaphorical level, Nobuko’s sterile
body invokes the sanitized space of Tokyo, razed for the 1964 Olympics. Rather than
showcasing the public architecture of Olympic stadiums and newly built expressways,
Secrets behind the Wall exposes alienated life in the cramped quarters of a drab public
housing complex. To escape the futility and despair of everyday life, residents turn to
suicide or violence. Under the enormous pressure of prepping for competitive univer-
sity entrance exams, a frustrated high school graduate sexually assaults Nobuko before
stabbing her to death at the end of the film. Nobuko is a casualty of Japan’s competitive
postwar society where sexual violence and political disillusionment collide.

How did such a violent pink film end up representing Japan at an international
film festival> A West German distributor who had bought Secrets behind the Wall
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proposed it to the 1965 Berlin International Film Festival when all of the official
recommendations by the Japanese Film Producers Association were rejected.® Faced
with the prospect of not having any Japanese representation, the festival quickly
accepted and included the film as the official Japanese competition entry without the
knowledge of either the director or producer. The selection of a Japanese pink film to
represent the country was met with outrage by the Japanese Film Producers Associa-
tion, whose control of Japanese film exports and power over determining the meaning
of “Japanese film” abroad had been completely undermined. Coming only a year after
the carefully managed staging of the spectacle of the 1964 Tokyo Olympics that show-
cased Japan’s progress and modernity, the selection of Secrets behind the Wall to repre-
sent Japan in the film festival was deemed a “national disgrace.” The Japanese General
Consul, acting on orders from the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, denounced the
festival’s decision to show the film as regrettable, seeing it as an action that could jeop-
ardize Japanese-German relations.

Using detailed research on the reception of the film in both Germany and Japan,
film historian Roland Domenig has shown that for both the Japanese Film Producers
Association and the Japanese government the trouble with the film was not simply that
it was a low-budget eroduction but that it promoted a “false image” of Japan and failed
to adopt the official narration of national unity. The film presented a complex critique
of postwar Japanese urban modernity and the violence inspired by alienated living con-
ditions in contemporary Japan that was at odds with the Japanese state’s narrative of
progress and harmony. Unlike the perfectly sculpted body of the dedicated athlete cho-
sen to be the torchbearer for the Olympics and the perfectly staged landscape of Tokyo
in 1964, Toshio was both physically scarred and morally flawed. His actions implicated
both the rising phoenix of the Japanese economy (built on Japanese aid to U.S. wars in
Asia) while simultaneously disallowing Japan the opportunity to play the role of inno-
cent victim, using Hiroshima as a convenient way to forget its own aggression in Asia
during World War II. Although the film’s “false image” of Japan was a point of con-
cern, it received a muted public rebuttal. Instead, according to Domenig, the film’s
sexual explicitness was taken as an excuse to write it off and ignore its content.

Hosting the first Olympic games ever held in Asia allowed Japan to imagine itself
as the leader of the Asian nations and fulfilled Japan’s dream of finally being accepted
into an international community of modern Westernized nations.” Since the nation’s
entrance into the arena of international diplomacy in 1868, Japan largely internalized
Western values and sought to catch up to the West. To become a modern nation, Japan
had to invent traditions that simultaneously played on Western and Japanese fantasies
of Japanese practices and aesthetics. In the postwar period Japanese historical dramas
that provided the requisite exoticism for foreign film festival audiences often met with
festival success. Akira Kurosawa’s Rashomon (1950) was awarded the Golden Lion at
the 1951 Venice Film Festival. Kenji Mizoguchi received two Silver Lions in succeeding
years for Ugetsu Monogatari / Tales of Ugetsu (1953) and Sansho Dayu / Sansho the Bailiff
(1954). Realizing the success of these historical dramas, the Japanese Film Producers
Association continued to submit works to film festivals that appealed to foreign
notions of Japaneseness. In 1963 the Japanese Film Producers Association entered
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Tadashi Imai’s Bushido zangoku monogatari / Bushido (1963) into the Berlin Film
Festival, where it won the prestigious Golden Bear. Although Imai’s film about
samurai loyalty to the master in the tumultuous period of transition from the Edo to
the Meiji periods was not necessarily made with the intention of exoticizing Japan, the
international title, Cruel Story of the Samurai’s Way, captures the gist of what attracted
many foreign audiences to the film—the fascination with Japanese martial arts and
samurai warrior codes.® The entry of this historical drama into the festival was not
naive. Throughout the twentieth century the Japanese government and artists alike
have participated in the construction and presentation of an exotic Japan that appeals
to foreign audiences, efforts that work in conjunction with modern nationalist attempts
to promote fantasies of Japan’s past. Both the Olympic games and international film
festivals in the 1960s appealed to universal standards but revealed the contradictions
of competing temporal models of national culture.

The Berlin Film Festival’s inclusion of Secrets behind the Wall was in line with the
other contemporary social critiques in the competition that year, including Jean-Luc
Godard’s Alphaville (1965), recipient of the Golden Bear, Roman Polanski’s Repulsion
(1965), and Jean-Marie Straub’s Nicht verséhnt / Not Reconciled (1964).° The director
Koji Wakamatsu and his collaborators took advantage of the relative freedom of and
available funding for the pink genre to create a devastatingly violent and critical film
that engaged with contemporary social issues. The selection of this film, which reflected
the anxieties of modern life in Japan, could only have happened when the centralized
control of the Japanese Film Producers Association was circumvented. As an organiza-
tion representing the interests of the five major studios in Japan, the Japanese Film
Producers Association would have never considered a low-budget sex film like Secrets
behind the Wall produced by an independent pink company for entry into an interna-
tional film festival. While the majority of major studios produced or exhibited erotic
fare to keep up attendance figures, pink films were not considered appropriate for
international consumption.

Nationalist outrage against pink films being shown at foreign sex film theaters was
equally vehement. Producer Nagamasa Kawakita argued that Japanese film would
become synonymous with cheap eroductions, making it difficult to distribute “serious”
Japanese films abroad. He also warned, somewhat presciently, that once eroductions
were exported they would circulate everywhere. The entry of Secrets behind the Wall in
the Berlin Film Festival initiated the simultaneous distribution of pink films abroad at
both film festivals and in sex film theaters. According to the 1969 records of the
Japanese Film Producers Association, the export of pink films that began with Secrets
behind the Wall in 1965 rose to 30—40 eroductions per year. Pink films sent to the
United States were shown in Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, and Okinawa, which
was still a U.S. territory at the time. Many found their way to places as diverse as
Mexico, Venezuela, Columbia, Brazil, Peru, Singapore, Thailand, and Hong Kong." In
Europe, pink films were distributed mainly through West Germany and played on the
sex film circuit in Holland, Sweden, Denmark, Luxembourg, Switzerland, Spain, and
the United Kingdom until 1968, when they were largely replaced by more local and
more hard-core West German productions.!!
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THE PINK AKIRA KUROSAWA

Although the screening of Secrets behind the Wall at the fifteenth Berlin International
Film Festival set off a furor over national representation, the major consequence of the
scandal surrounding the screening was not national controversy but an international
notoriety that secured popularity at home for director Koji Wakamatsu. Wakamatsu
had nothing to do with his film’s entry into the festival, but he deftly channeled the
infamy produced by the event into the establishment of his own pink production com-
pany and capitalized on every succeeding scandal provoked by the company’s produc-
tions. When Taiji ga mitsuryo suru toki / The Embryo Hunts in Secret (Wakamatsu, 19606)
was shown at the Brussels Film Festival a year later, in 1960, students from the Uni-
versity of Berlin tried to disrupt the screening to protest its fascist representation of the
rape of a woman.'? When three prints of The Embryo Hunts in Secret were released in
France in 2007 it again raised censorship issues when the film was banned to audi-
ences age eighteen and under despite not being classified as pornographic or given an
X rating.” The international reaction to his films has allowed Wakamatsu to position
himself as a heroic sexual liberator and critic of Japanese state authority. His role as
executive producer of Nagisa Oshima’s Ai no Corrida / In the Realm of the Senses (19706)
cemented his image as a sexual revolutionary. When the film had to be sent to France
to be developed and edited in order to circumvent Japanese obscenity laws, it triggered
censorship and obscenity debates that the director and producer exploited.
Wakamatsu’s collaboration with renowned directors like Oshima points to the
overlap between filmmakers in the pink cinema and “art cinema” worlds since the late
1960s. Wakamatsu’s production company gathered together talented filmmakers from
the erotic film stables of mainstream studios such as the highly artistic Nikkatsu
Studio’s Roman Porno group and members of the urban intelligentsia. Their stylized
films contained exhortations to revolutionary violence, political allegory, and pro-
nouncements of sexual liberation that appealed to students and the urban avant-garde.™
While Wakamatsu productions were at first funded by distribution to major studios to
fill their rosters of erotic cinema programs and then later distributed directly to special-
ized pink theater chains, the films also found a secondary audience at alternative
venues such as the Art Theatre Guild, which helped fund Oshima’s first independent
film. Wakamatsu carefully cultivated diverse audiences both within Japan and abroad,
taking advantage of the geographic and cultural displacement of his globally distrib-
uted films. His nickname, the “Pink Akira Kurosawa,” attests to his aspirations of
being an internationally recognized “auteur” and speaks to the status and authority
that he enjoys as a former director of the Japanese Film Directors Association.
Wakamatsu’s success at creating the Wakamatsu Production brand has been
largely dependent on his ability to control his own narrative, elaborated by his self-
celebratory autobiography and the publication of essays from an international confer-
ence about Wakamatsu Production.” He has shrewdly preserved prints of his films in
order to leave a body of work that can be studied. Generally, fewer prints of films
are struck in Japan, even for major releases, with the number being even lower for
pink films. Most of the 5,000-plus pink films made in Japan are no longer extant or in
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viewable condition. Although the National Film Center possesses some pink films,
they do not make their holdings publicly available, fearing criticism of using taxpayer
money to preserve sex films. Wakamatsu also kept the rights to his films, which he has
rereleased multiple times on video, through art-house and other labels, and most
recently in high-end DVD box sets though the established Kinokuniya bookstore chain.
A self-proclaimed hero of revolutionary pink film, Wakamatsu strategically constructed
his image through the careful management of films and his audiences. He has also
benefited from the desire of European cultural institutions to read Japanese cinema as
art cinema. In 2006 Wakamatsu was invited to screen his work at the Cinématheque
Francaise in Paris, fulfilling his auteurist role as the Pink Akira Kurosawa.

PINK NOUVELLE VAGUE

The same strategy of appealing to diverse audiences was resurrected in the early 1990s
by the pink production house Kokuei. Instead of the highly individualistic Pink Akira

I

Kurosawa’s “cult of personality” model, however, Kokuei’s crossover from pink cinema
to the art-house circuit was a movement by four directors that emphasized the artistic
rather than political or sexual freedom of the pink film industry. Extremely varied in
the style and subject matter of their films, Takahisa Zeze, Hisayasu Sato, Toshiki Sato,
and Kazuhiro Sano repeatedly portrayed themselves as “auteurs” working within the
constraints of an independent production company rather than the studio system.
They replaced Wakamatsu’s revolutionary discourse of sexual liberation with an
auteurist framework that emphasized artistic freedom despite the generic dictates of
pink film such as sex-scene quotas. Sex is by no means normalized or depoliticized in
their works, many of which share the dark sexual and political themes of Wakamatsu’s
earlier productions. Indeed, this impetus led many customers to complain and critics
to coin them the “Four Devils.” Looking for new venues in which to show their work,
with the help of their adventurous and influential producer, Keiko Sato, the directors
strategically planned their crossover into the art-house circuit. In 1993 the directors
participated in the New Japanese Auteurs Series (Shin nihon sakkashugi restuden) at the
Athénée Frangais in Tokyo. While continuing to make films for pink theaters, the direc-
tors also screened their work at the repertory houses and mini-theatres that had begun
proliferating in Tokyo in the mid-1980s and whose audiences were composed increas-
ingly of young working women with disposable incomes interested in art cinema.

While they are known even today as the Four Devils, the single monograph in
Japanese devoted to the group is entitled Pink Nouvelle Vague (pinku nuberu bagu), a
reference to both the French New Wave (La Nouvelle Vague) and the Shochiku New
Wave (Shochiku nuberu bagu) movements.'® If the term Pink Akira Kurosawa invoked
the master director of the Japanese golden age film of the 1950s, the use of nouvelle
vague to describe the work of the Four Devils plays on the cultural capital of the foreign
and attempts to foreground their films not simply as a new wave within the pink film
industry but one that reaches beyond the confines of the Japanese film industry and
puts their work on par with global film movements."”



56  Delimiting the Field

In 1995 the Four Devils began presenting their films internationally, first in
Rotterdam and Vienna. Larger retrospectives of pink films featuring many of their
films were held in Rotterdam in 1997, then Hong Kong and Udine, Italy, in 2002. In
the mid-199os the directors framed their work as serious art cinema made in the con-
text of the pink film genre. They often discussed how low-budget pink films provided
them a space for experimentation and creativity that had served as a training ground
for directors like Kiyoshi Kurosawa and Masayuki Suo. Their films were part of the
revitalization of the Japanese cinema in the 199os led by directors like Takeshi Kitano,
Junji Sakamoto and Shinya Tsukamoto, Hirokazu Koreeda, Shinji Aoyama, and Naomi
Kawase, whose success at international film festivals provided a model for them to
send their films abroad.

Yet the rise of a more conventional independently produced art cinema necessi-
tated a reformulation of pink art cinema. While pink directors continued to frame their
work in auteurist terms at mini-theatres and arthouses, they also began to stage pink
film events inspired by more popular forms of culture. In 2000, in an ode to the live
performances that accompanied screenings of pink films on tour in the 1970s and
underground film happenings at the Shinjuku Art Theatre Guild, pink production
houses staged the P-1 Grand-Prix. Inspired by professional wrestling matches, the
Grand-Prix pitted the films of directors from different generations and different pro-
duction houses against each other. Judges drawn from the editorial ranks of pink fan
magazines, film critics, and even pink film luminaries like Wakamatsu ranked the
films. Fights were staged between directors that emphasized their generational and
conceptual differences. The raucous early-cinema-like spectacles of these events cre-
ated a much more participatory viewing space that also brought different film-viewing
communities together. With the mix of high and low and the addition of a new gener-
ation of pink film directors, the internationalist Pink Nouvelle Vague was now replaced
by the much more amorphous term J-Pink.' Like its counterparts J-pop music, J-League
baseball, or J-Lit, the J of J-Pink invokes both popular culture made in Japan but with-
out the connotation of nationalism or national boundaries that Japanese suggests. In
contrast to the internationalist term Nouvelle Vague, J-Pink doesn’t play on the cultural
capital of the foreign but suggests how films made in Japan, such as J-Horror, are
embedded in the network of a global marketplace that routinely exceeds national
audiences.

J-PINK AND NAUGHTY MR. PRESIDENT BUSH

In 2004 it was no longer surprising that a film like Mitsuru Meike’s The Glamorous Life
of Sachiko Hanai would be screened at international festivals and could capture
multiple cult followings among widely divergent demographic groups. The film pre-
miered at the Athénée Francais in Tokyo in 2004 as part of the New School of Pink
Film series before being shown at more than twenty-five international film festivals. It
was broadcast on the European channel ARTE, opened at the Cinema Village in New
York, and was released on DVD both in Japan and in the United States. The Glamorous
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FIGURE 2.2. The Glamorous Life of Sachiko Hanai (Meike, 2004).

Life of Sachiko Hanai is a ninety-minute director’s cut of a film circulated to pink the-
aters in Japan in 2003 under the title of Hatsujo kateikyoshi: sensei no aijiru / Horny
Home Tutor: Teacher’s Love Juice (Meike, 2003)." Originally commissioned to fit the
subgenre of home tutor sex films, the final version of the spy thriller script was written
during the U.S.-U.K. invasion of Iraq. If Secrets behind the Wall used the solemn ap-
pearance of Stalin to question official narratives of Japanese postwar recovery,
The Glamorous Life of Sachiko Hanai (whose title is cribbed from the Sheila E. song
“The Glamorous Life”) uses ironic humor to chastise former U.S. president George
W. Bush’s global reach.

Sachiko Hanai is a hostess at a sex club, where she acts out the sexual fantasies of
customers in mundane settings. In the opening scene she plays a home tutor whose
satisfied customer tells her that if she had been his home tutor when he was in high
school, he would have gotten into college. What begins as a mere role-playing fantasy
turns into Sachiko’s fantastic reality. She unwittingly stumbles upon and disrupts an
international conspiracy to destroy the United States by carrying away a lipstick con-
tainer housing a replica of George Bush’s finger. During the melee she is struck in the
head by a stray bullet that lodges deeply into her brain and suddenly turns her into a
mind-reading, speed-reading genius able to predict the future. The mental overload of
genius takes a toll on her tactile senses, however, so that she can no longer enjoy the
simultaneity of sensual experiences. She can only taste food after she has finished
eating. While having sex with a professor her faculties are so focused on a discussion
about Noam Chomsky’s worldview that she only feels the physical pleasure of the act
hours later. The operating temporality of Sachiko’s new state is one of deferral.

When she releases the replica of George Bush’s finger from its lipstick case con-
tainer, it dives between her legs. Operated remotely by a virtual image of its owner on
a television monitor, the finger insists, “I'm the champion of justice and truth. I
demand to have you inspected. I'm not waiting for the UN’s decisions. I've got you,
Sachiko. I'm going in deep.” Bush’s television talking head continues, “Once I'm
inside of you, you can never escape from me. This is the Bush technique. I found the
G Spot.” As Bush’s cloned finger explores the inner recesses of Sachiko’s body, his
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voice returns, “The terrorists are hiding in a cave. You are always being watched. God
Bless America.” Initially the scene suggests a simple comparison of Bush’s sexual
attack on Sachiko with the U.S.-U.K. invasion of Iraq. Images of newspaper articles
announcing the “Large-scale air raid in Iraq” and “Shock and awe! U.S. and U.K. attack
Iraq” are followed by the coverage of the toppling of Saddam Hussein’s statue and
Bush’s “mission accomplished” speech aboard an aircraft carrier.

As the images shift to a ghost of a murdered agent and the remote-controlled
device that Sachiko will later use to set off American intercontinental ballistic missiles
(ICBMs) that will end the world, the sequence breaks out of a simple political allegory
of U.S. aggression that equates Iraq with Sachiko. Instead, the images are Sachiko’s
visions of the future, inspired by George Bush’s touch. Rather than the delayed sensa-
tions she experiences from sex and eating, George Bush'’s replicant touch overwhelms
her in the present, causing her to imagine the future. The North Korean agent who has
been pursuing her throughout the film has an epiphany and decides to cooperate with
Sachiko. We are given a glimpse of what their deferred utopia might be like as they
imagine themselves sitting on a sandy beach enjoying a beer in a united North and
South Korea.

In a parody of American exceptionalism, Bush contends that his “finger deter-
mines the world’s destiny.” Sachiko, however, takes control of Bush’s wayward mem-
ber, puts it back in its lipstick holster, and unsheathes it only when she discovers a
Russian-made detonator that can set oftf ICBMs directed at America. After Sachiko
destroys the world, she appears floating in space singing the U.S. national anthem in
translation in breathy Japanese a la Marilyn Monroe. She handily puts the Earth into
the bullet hole in her forehead, showing George Bush once and for all what global
power really means.

Fantasy here operates as liberation from the historical present. Rather than
Sachiko’s body being the receptacle of historical forces beyond her control (as in the
scarred body of Toshio in Secrets behind the Wall), her carnal brain determines the
future of the world. While Secrets behind the Wall uses the universal symbol of Stalin to
reflect on the end of utopias and the grim reality of Japan’s failed postwar, The Glam-
orous Life of Sachiko Hanai deploys images and replicas of George Bush to suggest a
fantastic outcome of the Iraq War.

Forty years after Secrets behind the Wall unwittingly found its way to the Berlin
Film Festival, The Glamorous Life of Sachiko Hanai was first shown overseas in 2005 at
the Nippon Connection Festival in Frankfurt, where pink film screenings have been
collaboratively orchestrated by festival programmers and the pink film production
house Kokuei to appeal to subculture fans.?® This has taken place through both the se-
lection and renaming of the films for the festival. Pink films circulated domestically in
Japan often have three titles—the release title in sex theaters that often suggests the
subgenre of film, the title used when the film is recycled as part of a triple bill after its
original release, and the director’s title, which is used if the film is screened in art-
house venues or released on arty DVD labels. The English titles of pink films shown at
the festival have often been crafted with the specific audience of Nippon Connection in
mind. Examples such as Himo no Hiroshi / The Strange Saga of Hiroshi the Freeloading
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Sex Machine (Tajiri, 2005) cultivate a “harmlessly strange, interesting, stimulating and
pop-cultural tone” compatible with the festival. Additionally, in order to appeal to the
“non-commiittal, pop-cultural reception context” of the festival, Nippon Connection
has strategically shied away from realism and chosen pink films that portray an “obviated
fantasy.” The fantastic nature of the pink films shown at the festival helps to regulate sex
scenes that tend to be more jarring and less pop in more quotidian pink narratives.
While the festival still plays on certain fantasies of Japan, it chooses fantastic pink films
that suggest a kind of “desexualized sexuality.”” The thematic color of the festival’s
graphics is pink. While the term pink film was initially coined to distinguish the genre
from illicit hard-core “blue films,” the “pink” in pink films is now equated with the con-
temporary pop sensibility of the festival.

In November 2008 The Glamorous Life of Sachiko Hanai was shown at the second
annual Pink Film Festival in Seoul, the first festival of its kind devoted solely to
screening films of the genre. The festival is unique for its focus on a particular genre
from one nation but fits squarely into the recent trend of increasing specialization of
international film festivals and their marketing to niche demographics. Unlike the
selection of pink films that promote a desexualized sexuality by Nippon Connection,
the Pink Film Festival’s emphasis has been on creating a gendered viewing space for
pink films with many women-only screenings and some nights being reserved for
couples.”? While the gender-specific screenings may be a creative marketing device,
they also create a safe space for women to watch erotic films and to discuss the repre-
sentation of women and sexual and emotional relationships. This displacement of the
traditionally male audience for pink films by a female audience in Seoul was only made
possible by the lifting of Korea’s ban on film imports from Japan, the country’s former
colonial ruler. Begun in 1998, it was not until 2004 that the final lifting of the ban on
all Japanese films, including animation and erotic films, was completed. Pink films
were first screened in Korea in 2005 under the rubric of “cultural exchange” as part of
the annual Seoul Japanese Film Festival sponsored by the Japanese Ministry of
Culture.” The Pink Film Festival highlights how the categorization of films as sex ci-
nema, art cinema, or Japanese popular culture is dependent on external factors and
cannot be explained merely by internal criteria.

In the forty years that separate Secrets behind the Wall and The Glamorous Life of
Sachiko Hanai the convergence of forces spurring the crossover of the Japanese sex
film to the global art cinema circuit has transformed. The willingness of an interna-
tional film festival to consider a Japanese pink film as art cinema in 1965 despite
protests by the Japanese government, coupled with Wakamatsu’s careful management
of the circulation of his films since, created the conditions that led to the recognition of
Wakamatsu as a global auteur. While the desire to read Japanese pink film in art cine-
matic terms with the global auteur as its reference still persists at established film
festivals and cinematheques, the orchestrated crossover of The Glamorous Life of Sachiko
Hanai was a strategic collaboration by the producer, director, and film festival pro-
grammers who now repackage pink films to fit the desires of their multiple imagined
audiences. The increasing recognition of pink film as a genre has even led to pink
films being shown abroad as erotic fare. Although pink films were once labeled a
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national disgrace, their export now enjoys the support of the Japanese Ministry of Culture
in the form of subtitling and other subsidies. Plans for pink co-productions with
German and Korean companies suggest that while geographic displacement remains
a crucial element in the creation of pink art cinema, models of cultural exchange
have been reversed, with pink films enjoying a cultural capital unimaginable forty
years ago.

NOTES
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6. A thorough account of the screening of Secrets behind the Wall at the Berlin
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“Shikakerareta sukyandaru,” in Wakamatsu Koji: hankenryoku no shozo, ed. Inuhiko
Yomota and Go Hirasawa (Tokyo: Sakuhinsha, 2007), 47-84.

7. The 1940 Tokyo Olympics planned in celebration of the mythical founding of
Japan were cancelled due to the war.
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