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Today, Icarus 

In loving memory of papa. 



“Il est du “ci-né-ma” comme de la poésie.” 
(André Bazin, 1948) 
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Throughout this dissertation, I refer to the original French texts by André Bazin. I provide 
English translations of these quotations in appendix; whenever translations of a particular text 
already exist, I reference those and in some cases modify them slightly. All other translations 
are mine. Translations are referred to with roman numerals directly following the citation; 
when a citation occurs in a footnote, these numerals are placed in parentheses next to the 
footnote reference in the text. 
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Prologue: Myth, Reality, Cinema 

 

Imagine flying with your arms, effortlessly: like swimming, but in the sky. To soar 

through the air, as birds do, is an age-old theme in countless dreams, stories and myths that 

persist in our minds today. The myth of Icarus, for instance, tells the story of a young boy 

Icarus on exile with his father Daedalus. Imprisoned on an island surrounded by water, 

Daedalus realizes their only way out is upwards: through the sky. Being a craftsman and an 

engineer, he sets to work and builds two pairs of wings out of feathers and wax. The Roman 

poet Ovid, whose treatment of the Icarus myth remains to this day the most referenced, 

described the father’s ingenuity as follows:  

“And turning his mind 
Toward unknown arts, he transformed nature.”1 
 

Everything goes well as Icarus and his father fly like gods over sea and land, where a 

fisherman, a ploughman and a shepherd stand amazed at this miracle unfolding in the sky. 

But against his father’s advice, Icarus flies too close to the sun, which melts the wax, and 

unable to keep his course the little boy falls into the ocean. Having lost his son to ‘ruinous 

arts,’2 Daedalus will remain forever embittered about his ingenious invention, by which he 

joined the laws of nature with his own imagination and thus enabled human flight. By 

copying nature, to use Ovid’s formulation: ‘imitating a real bird’s wing,’3 a dream 

transformed into reality.  

 For centuries, this combined effort of invention and imagination into “unknown arts” 

underlies the aspirations of many artists and poets alike. From Pieter Bruegel (1525-1569) to 

Henri Matisse (1869-1954) and Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), from Charles Baudelaire (1821-

1867) to Paul Valéry (1871-1945), James Joyce (1882-1941) and W.H. Auden (1907-1973), 

to name but a select few: each speaking from their own time, they have reinterpreted and 

recreated the ancient Icarus myth well into the twentieth century. An era marked by rapid 
                                                

1 Ovid (8 AD). Metamorphoses. Trans. Stanley Lombardo. Cambridge: Hackett Publishing 
Company (2010): p. 396 

2 Ibid., p 398 

3 Ibid., p. 397 
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technological developments and inventions (airplanes, finally!), it also gave rise to a new art: 

the seventh art – cinema. Over the course of a mere 150 years, this art has been pronounced 

dead and born again with each technological addition that inevitably reinvents it: colour, 

sound, new formats and a third dimension gradually joined the moving image (analogue or 

digital). Can the myth of Icarus, today, tell us something about this incessantly evolving and 

somehow inherently “unknown” art form?  

Quite early on in his career as a film critic, André Bazin (1918-1958) references the 

story of Icarus alongside the technological development of cinema in a seminal essay, entitled 

“Le Mythe du cinéma total et les origines du cinématographe” (1946). He writes:  

Le mythe directeur de l’invention du cinéma est donc l’accomplissement de celui qui 
domine confusément toutes les techniques de reproduction mécanique de la réalité qui 
virent le jour au XIXe siècle. C’est celui du réalisme intégral, d’une recréation du 
monde à son image, une image sur laquelle ne pèserait pas l’hypothèque de la liberté 
d’interprétation ni l’irréversibilité du temps. […]  

Ainsi le vieux mythe d’Icare a dû attendre le moteur à explosion pour descendre du 
ciel platonicien. Mais il existait dans l’âme de tout homme depuis qu’il contemplait 
l’oiseau.4, i  

 
In this remarkable passage, Bazin first understands the origins of cinema from the perspective 

of a directing myth, “integral realism [réalisme intégral],” which he readily aligns with the 

Icarus myth: these technologies of mechanical reproduction are not determined solely by their 

invention (the internal combustion engine), but gradually accomplish a more venerable desire 

(human flight). Daedalus could have created the wings only by copying real birds: the 

feathers and wax are an invention created in imagination. This is what Ovid termed the 

“unknown arts,” and to which Bazin alludes when he affirms the mythical origins of cinema: 

an age-old desire for recreation, i.e. to copy nature aided by technological developments and 

by doing so, ultimately, to transform reality. With his myth of total cinema, Bazin propounds 

an approach to the history of cinema as a continued effort towards recreating the world in its 

image: “total cinema,” he calls it, a dream come true.  

 In many ways, Bazin’s critical work is invested in defending the evolution of cinema 

from the perspective of “unknown arts:” it motivates his detailed and innumerable film 

analyses, amounting to several thousands of essays, as well as his extensive studies on the 

                                                
4 Bazin, André (1946). “Le Mythe du cinéma total.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du 

Cerf  (2008): pp. 19-24 
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critical notion of realism in cinema. Rightly so, it is with realism that Bazin is most 

commonly associated, and it undoubtedly accounts for his received position as the French 

post-war film critic. But it is also as a “realist” that he is often irrevocably considered to be a 

critic of the past. Dismissed as a stumbling block, an empty signifier or a naïve ideal, his 

realism would be unable to account for the many mutations that undeniably altered the kind 

of cinema Bazin knew into what it is today. However, Bazin’s repeated mention of myth 

throughout his oeuvre, in particular the myth of Icarus, suggests that his understanding of 

integral realism indeed justifies continued reinvention motivated by imagination. Bazin’s 

usage of myth and integral realism is in fact truly original and groundbreaking, and its 

successful application in his critical work furthermore demands a contemporary 

reconsideration, precisely because cinema has changed so much.  

By means of an in-depth exegesis of Bazin’s critical work,5 I intend to explain the 

significance of his notion of “myth” in relation to history, technology and perspective by 

examining several references to religious, scientific and poetic frameworks. Throughout his 

oeuvre, Bazin develops what he terms a “myth of total cinema” as a critical method that 

counters canonical film histories, which he crystallizes in the repeated comparison of cinema 

with a particular mythical figure, namely Icarus. From this perspective, Bazin’s 

understanding of myth offers an original reformulation of the historiography of cinema, via 

an affirmation of imagination as the driving force of its evolution.  

In the introductory part, “Myth as Method,” I closely examine Bazin’s institutional 

critique to prescriptive aesthetics from the perspective of myth: cinema, first of all, exists 

                                                
5 Awaiting the publication of the Œuvres complètes later this year (2015) under the direction of 

Hervé Joubert-Laurencin, an index of Bazin’s critical work can be found at www.baz-
in.com and http://bazin.commons.yale.edu. There are two archives that include all texts: 
one compiled by Joubert-Laurencin located at the Institut national d’histoire de l’art in 
Paris and another held by Dudley Andrew at Yale University in New Haven. In France as 
well as abroad, the dissemination of Bazin’s work is highly eclectic, and the on-going 
English translations, though they are multiplying, still cover no more than a small 
percentage of Bazin’s critical work. The analyses described in this dissertation are based 
on archival work at Yale University, where I accessed many original texts that remain 
unpublished to this day. My study of Bazin therefore offers new insights into generally 
unknown texts, as well as original readings of his more established essays. In this 
manner, I hope to substantially contribute to the growing international interest in Bazin 
by revaluing and deepening his views on myth throughout and beyond the scope of his 
seminal essay “Le Mythe du cinéma total” (1946).  
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before any film theory can be composed. Already in his first film essays, Bazin invokes the 

notion of myth as the “socio-aesthetic fact” of cinema, meaning that cinema’s social 

foundations supersede its aesthetics. He later on develops this in his famed essay “Le Mythe 

du cinéma total” (1946) in stark opposition with exhaustive film histories. Bazin thereby lays 

the grounds of myth in an apology for the anti-elitist practice of film criticism as well as for 

realism: the “low-grade realism” of the talking film was not, in his view, the decadence of an 

art form, but rather its vocation.  

But what does this mean, really, that a film exists? In the second part, “Cinema Is the 

Art of Reality,” I approach the socio-aesthetic foundations of Bazin’s myth from an 

ontological point of view. More specifically, I elaborate on Bazin’s critical concept of 

“integral realism,” which he develops as the inimitable association of cinema with the world: 

‘la recréation du monde à son image.’6, ii By looking into a series of religious as well as 

scientific references in Bazin, I argue that he offers an original solution to the dichotomy 

between image versus reality, or cinema and the world. I look specifically at his essays on 

exploration film, from which I further develop the analogy between Icarus and the invention, 

or rather, the imagination of cinema.  

In the third and final part of this dissertation, “Perspectives on the Centrifugal 

Screen,” I elaborate on Bazin’s notion of the “centrifugal screen” via a selection of allusions 

in his writing to both painting and poetry. First, following up on the Icarian analogy in the 

Myth-essay, I analyse a specific reference to Pieter Bruegel’s Landscape with the Fall of 

Icarus (1556), through which Bazin situates himself within a tradition of twentieth-century 

anti-war social thought. This particular painting in fact directly informs Bazin’s views on the 

poetic interplay between reality and image, and will prove to be fundamental throughout his 

extensive critical work on the relation between cinema and painting. More specifically, in his 

essays on the art documentary Van Gogh (Alain Resnais, 1948) Bazin further develops what 

he terms a “new cosmology of film,” alongside a critical reformulation of form versus 

content. From there on, I reread Bazin’s essay on stereoscopy, dating from 1952, from the 

perspective of the contemporary discourse on three-dimensional cinema. I intend to approach 

this discourse, which often centres on notions of spectacle and illusion, from a “more realist” 

perspective. I will maintain that, rather than turning its back to realism, recent 3-D films, 
                                                

6 Bazin, “Mythe,” p. 23 
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Adieu au language (Jean-Luc Godard, 2014) and Every Thing Will Be Fine (Wim Wenders, 

2015) in particular, put 3-D at use to attain the integration of image with reality.  

Bazin initially described the social impact of cinema as a ‘[…] gigantesque courant 

d’images et de mythes qui circulent à travers les peuples du monde […].’7, iii The myth of 

total cinema conceptualizes this both from a technological and an aesthetic point of view as a 

particular defence of sound cinema, via which Bazin, as I maintain, more universally 

reformulates the critical discourse of realism by affirming the poetic interplay between form 

and content. In his understanding of myth, then, Bazin sees the integration of cinema and 

reality: as much as he asserts the existence of the world, “integral realism” supports the 

reality of cinema. By analysing the endurance of the myth of Icarus in a variety of 

documentary, experimental, animation and feature length films, I will establish the 

persistence of Bazin’s myth of total cinema and ultimately argue for the validity of his critical 

notion of “integral realism” for film studies today.  

  

                                                
7 Bazin, André and Jean-Pierre Chartier. “Peut-on s’intéresser au cinéma?” Maison des lettres 

(December 1942): p. 14 
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PART I. Myth as Method 

“Quelle influence sociale peut avoir ce gigantesque courant d'images 
et de mythes qui circulent à travers tous les peuples du monde! On 

peut dire, peut-être, que la diffusion du cinéma est le plus grand fait 
esthético-social qui se soit produit depuis le moyen-âge.”1, i 

 

 In his first cinema essay, "Peut-on s'intéresser au cinéma?" (1942), André Bazin 

initially brings together those elements that would continue to accompany his film critical 

work until the preface he prepared in 1958 for his collection Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?. More 

precisely, he combines cinema’s fundamentally social character with its mythical appeal, 

eloquently placed in relation to the origins of the printing press. As rudimentary as the title of 

this early work might appear, it is this very question that carries the justification and 

relevance for his practice of film criticism, as it directly references an interview with the 

literary critic Paul Souday (1869-1929) held in 1928. To this question, Souday had answered: 

‘Non, ce n'est pas l'affaire d'un critique sérieux: le cinéma, c'est la sous-crotte de bique.’2, ii 

The context for this particular interview was a fierce debate in France between cinephiles and 

cinephobes that dominated the critical discourse, questioning whether or not cinema, very 

much an “unknown art” at that time, could in fact be a means for artistic expression.3 More 

than a decade after this interview, Bazin, aged twenty-four and at the outset of his career as a 

film critic, blames Souday's contempt for cinema on old age and the reluctance to adapt his 

aesthetic preconceptions, especially the implied maxim "odi profanum vulgus," to the 

challenges of this new art form: ‘Le cinéma avait quelques vingt ou trente ans de moins que 

                                                
1 Bazin, André and Jean-Pierre Chartier. “Peut-on s’intéresser au cinéma?” Maison des lettres 

(December 1942): p. 14 

2 Paul Souday (1928), cited in Ibid. 

3 This critical discourse in France between 1910-1920 largely centred around two antagonists, both 
writing for the daily newspaper Le Temps: Souday, the cinephobic literary critic, and 
Émile Vuillermoz (1878-1960), cinephile and father of French film criticism.  

For a collection of these critiques from both sides, see: Hue, Pascal Manuel. Le Temps du 
cinéma: Émile Vuillermoz, père de la critique cinématographique 1910-1930. Paris: 
L’Harmattan (2003)  
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Paul Souday, il ne faut pas être trop jeune pour plaire aux critiques vieux.’4, iii Such 

restrictedness which characterizes the old critics, Bazin maintains, derives from ‘leur refus de 

croire à tout ce qui n'est pas consacré par une tradition livresque et universitaire.’5, iv 

Naturally in complete disagreement with Souday, he then sets out to defend cinema's critical 

importance as "the greatest recurring aesthetico-social fact since the Middle Ages." Instead of 

condemning its popular and widespread character, as did Souday, Bazin not only considers 

this to be cinema’s primary aesthetic value, but in doing so relates this social aesthetics to the 

very origins of any "bookish" tradition, i.e. the printing press; and this was accompanied by 

his first mentioning of cinema as a myth, several years before he would write "Le Mythe du 

cinéma total et les origines du cinématographe" (1946).  

Bazin thus begins his roaring career as a film critic in the early forties with an essay 

that reminds the reader of the very birth of film criticism. These initial texts on cinema 

featured, first, in daily periodicals that quickly picked up on this popular art and published 

weekly or daily columns and film sections. Soon enough, the discussion spread to literary 

journals, followed by film journals and the first books on cinema. Alongside this rapid 

development of written accounts on film, the oral criticism in many ciné-clubs, where 

particular films were screened and discussed at length, joined this unfolding cinema culture in 

France, to which Bazin’s contribution has been crucial and highly pioneering. As the 

reference to the printing press in his inaugural essay indicates, he was especially concerned 

with these developments, and indeed held particular views regarding the social potential of 

cinema: cinema, in Bazin’s views, is the greatest “aesthetico-social” fact since the Middle 

Ages. The early defenders of cinema were primarily concerned with pinpointing essential 

features that made it an art: referencing the phenomenologist Henri Bergson, whose 

philosophy of durée was readily aligned with this new art of the moving image, the founding 

father of French film criticism Émile Vuillermoz, for example, writes that ‘le cinéma sera 

bergsonnien ou ne sera pas!’6, v As I will establish in this chapter, Bazin, from his side, takes 

                                                
4 Ibid.  

5 Ibid. 

6 Émile Vuillermoz, cited in Plasseraud, Emmanuel. L’Art des foules: théories de reception 
filmique comme phénomène. Villeneuve d’Ascq: Presses Universitaires du Septention 
(2011): p. 181 
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on a different orientation: rather than looking for the foundations of the seventh art either in 

philosophy or technology, he asserts its social character as the primary justification of cinema 

as art: ‘l’esthétique cinématographique sera sociale ou le cinéma se passera d’esthétique.’7, vi 

As I will claim, this declaration functions as a warning sign against elitist film criticism and 

ultimately informs his institutional critique of the first academic study of film, explicitly 

targeting the newly established Filmologie in 1950. The foundation of cinema in “social 

aesthetics” runs through Bazin’s oeuvre from his very first essays to his last, and either 

explicitly or implicitly underscores his views on the mythic origins of cinema.  

In this introductory chapter, I hope to show that the discrepancy between a young art 

form in its tender age and the rigidity of old critics is a recurring theme in Bazin that directly 

informs the methodological argument embedded in the myth of total cinema,8 as it develops 

alongside his particular stance towards books of cinema as its historical counterpart. In this 

manner, I understand Bazin’s myth of total cinema as carrying out a critical-historical agenda 

appropriate to an art form in its salad days, as it approaches cinema as an “unknown” art and 

in doing so enables its constant reinvention.   

 

 

  

                                                
7 Bazin, André. “Pour une esthétique réaliste.” L'Information universitaire, No. 1168 (06/11/1943): 

n.pag.  

8 Given the significance of the notion of “myth” in several structuralist works, primarily Ernst 
Cassirer’s Language and Myth (1925), Roland Barthes’ Mythologies (1957), and Claude 
Levi-Strauss’ The Structural Study of Myth (1955), it is perhaps necessary to highlight 
Bazin’s original usage of the term. As I hope to demonstrate, he understands myth as the 
point where art and reality ultimately meet, and it is therefore inherently linked with his 
views on cinematographic realism. Though some overlaps between the structuralist views 
and Bazin’s may be found, I maintain that it is historically more accurate and theoretically 
more fruitful to adhere closely to his own texts (e.g. specific words, examples or theories he 
adopts in his film analyses), and through that to seek resonances with his coterie or with 
lines of thought he actively engaged in.  
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Chapter I: Talking Cinema: Cinephobia and Myth 

“Alors? Alors peut-être dans vingt ans de "jeunes critiques" d'un 
nouveau spectacle que nous ne pouvons même pas imaginer et dont 

rien ne garantit qu'il soit "un art" liront-ils avec une condescendance 
souriante et émue nos critiques cinématographiques de 1953. Elles 

leurs apparaîtront sans doute plus naïves encore que nous apparaît à 
nous-mêmes le sectarisme esthétique de nos confrères des années 

1930 qui s'indignaient à juste titre de l'agonie d'un art de l'image pure 
enfin parvenu à sa maturité. En attendant que faire d'autre que de 
jouer à la balle au chasseur, je veux dire d'aller au cinéma et de le 

traiter comme un art.”1, i 
 

 The salient relevance of André Bazin’s defence against the literary critic’s dismissal 

of cinema as unworthy of critical attention resides in its anachronous, yet ironically 

concurrently prescient vision. Indeed, why would Bazin revisit Paul Souday's cinephobic 

statement fourteen years after the fact? And consequently, what should one derive from this 

first mention of a myth of cinema; are they related, cinephobia and myth? Bazin in fact 

sounds rather indifferent to the impertinence of Souday, and I do not consider his essay to be 

invested in proving Souday wrong. Instead, he is struck by a similar ignorance of cinema by 

the young critics in his day, due to a lack of historical knowledge, which he describes in an 

elaborated version of the first article, entitled "Redécouvrons le cinéma" (1943):  

Cet art de quelques décades ne nous livre pourtant aucun document. […] La 
génération précédente ayant vécu l'histoire du film ne souffrait pas de cette lacune, 
sa mémoire lui servait de cinémathèque. La jeunesse d'aujourd'hui au contraire 
commence la série des générations qui connaîtront de moins en moins le cinéma, 
même si elles en consomment de plus en plus.2, ii 

 

Again playing with the notion of aging, Bazin now points to the growing importance of a 

critical investment in cinema history, and ultimately calls for “an awareness of the 

cinematographic fact [une prise de conscience du fait cinématographique].”3 Since cinema 

had outlived its critics, the question of documenting its past would become increasingly vital 

                                                
1 Bazin, André. “Le cinéma est-il mortel?” France observateur (13/08/1953): p. 24 

2 Bazin, André. “Redécouvrons le cinéma.” L’Information universitaire (26/06/1943): n. pag. 

3 Ibid. 
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and essential for its future development. Bazin’s initial film essay thus formulates this inquiry 

into an indispensable history of cinema, and with this he was certainly not alone. However, 

his proposal for a myth of total cinema stands out among the various emerging film histories, 

as it implies a particularly perceptive analytical method, which prevents the critical rigidity 

and cinephobia that Souday came to embody. 

The myth of total cinema follows a forethought that unties cinema from prescriptive 

categories, especially those which had prevented earlier film critics from accepting the 

talking film as cinema: ‘Ignorerons-nous, parce qu’il nous est contemporain, ce prodigieux 

événement? Serons-nous à ce point aveugle à notre temps? Continuerons-nous à limiter notre 

humanisme à la confondre avec la civilisation tout court?’4, iii To prevent history from 

repeating itself Bazin advances his critical method in a specific defence of talking cinema as 

an alternative to prescriptive and pre-established historical categories in an attempt to write 

film criticism, as I will argue, symbiotic with the evolution of cinema itself.  

 

  

                                                
4 Ibid.  
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1.1 Myth versus Histoire générale 

 

 Originally written as a book review of French film historian Georges Sadoul’s 

L’Invention du cinéma (1946), the first volume of his extensive and canonical Histoire 

générale du cinéma, Bazin’s “Le Mythe du cinéma total” offers insight into the ways in 

which he diverged from his colleague’s views on film history. Sadoul’s monumental work 

was written in response to the partisan approach of emerging film historians at the time, and 

ultimately upheld a strict division between film historical and film critical writing. Of all 

aspiring historians in his day, Bazin considered Sadoul to be “le premier historien du 

cinéma,”5 and appreciated the publication of his monumental Histoire générale du cinéma as 

enabling the birth of a true cinema history. But this initiative was not without reservations:  

Une remarque s’impose quant à la condition de l’historien de cinéma. Elle est très 
différente de celle de l’historien tout court. […] L’importance de Sadoul, et qui 
lui impose des devoirs à la mesure de sa mission, c’est de contribuer pour une 
large part à la création de l’histoire du cinéma. Par son ampleur et l’appareil de 
recherche et de critique qu’elle suppose, son entreprise est la première qui mérite 
vraiment le nom d’histoire.6, iv 

 
And yet, while he unambiguously defends Sadoul’s comprehensive and exhaustive work as 

outstanding the incomplete or incorrect publications of others, Bazin ultimately condemns the 

general tendency towards what he terms a “scientific criticism” as reaffirming an out-dated 

elitism in face of cinema’s development.  

Ainsi se constitue depuis 4 ou 5 ans une situation partiellement comparable à 
celle  de la littérature: un public d'élite pour une critique d'élite. Malheureusement 
ce n'est pas si simple parce qu'il n'existe pas de cinéma d'élite et que, tout 
"scientifiques" ou distingués qu'ils soient, les critiques sont bien obligés de parler 
des films indignes de cette attention. Voici donc la difficulté déplacée. Comment 
appliquer à l'ensemble de la production cinématographique une réflexion critique 
également valable? En d'autres termes et dans ses manifestations les plus élevées 
la critique souffre d'une crise de références.7, v 

                                                
5 Bazin, André. “Georges Sadoul, victime de sa passion.” France observateur (1954): p.18 

6 Ibid.  

7 Bazin, André. “Misère, servitude et grandeur de la critique de films.” Revue internationale du 
cinéma, No. 2 (1948): p. 19 
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Additionally, in his review of Sadoul’s first volume, Bazin subtly reverses its 

historiographical method and builds his myth of total cinema on the antithesis of historical 

causality: ‘Tous les perfectionnements que s’adjoint le cinéma ne peuvent donc 

paradoxalement que le rapprocher de ses origines. Le cinéma n’est pas encore inventé.’8, vi 

By applying myth as a method for film criticism, which I will affirm throughout my analyses, 

Bazin propounds a film historical writing that counters prescriptive aesthetics and 

encyclopaedic cinema books. While Sadoul had initiated, one could say, the “bookish” 

tradition of cinema histories, which in its aftermath encouraged the emergence of an 

academic Filmologie study, which I discuss later on (cf. infra, 1.2.1 The Aseptic Study of 

Filmologie), cinema had become more or less established and possessed the attributes which 

should have pleased the stringency of older age. Ultimately, however, it seems to be the very 

form of the bookish tradition that Bazin considers ill-suited for a new art form still in 

development.  

 

1.1.1 “You must speak!” Total Cinema and the Myth of Charlot   

 Bazin’s particular interest in books on cinema, especially history books, reflects a 

broader critical investment in revisiting, via the acceptance of talking cinema, the relation 

between image and language, and in extension, between cinematographic language and 

writing. Indeed, Bazin’s original mention of a myth in relation to the printing press and its 

importance in a subsequent book review is not coincidental: writing and language, as we will 

see, become central in Bazin’s reassessment of critical categories, as the myth of total cinema 

explicitly builds on a reversal of an image-oriented historical paradigm. Moreover, as I will 

argue, both his defence of sound cinema and his critique to the Filmologie movement find in 

an implicitly existentialist framework further support for the analogy proposed by Bazin 

between the evolution of film and a child’s development.  

To begin with, Bazin’s inspiration for “Le Mythe du cinéma total,” more precisely his 

notion of "total cinema,” is strongly indebted to René Barjavel’s 1944 essay “Cinéma total: 

essai sur les formes futures du cinéma,” which in turn relies heavily on a defence of sound in 

film theory. Struck by a lack of serious attention given to sound cinema at the time, Barjavel 

                                                
8 Bazin, André (1946). “Le Mythe du cinéma total.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du 

Cerf   (2008): p. 23 
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writes:  

Lorsque l’art enfant prononça son premier mot, ce bruit inattendu provoqua, dans 
le monde des esthètes et des théoriciens de l’écran, une vérité consternation. On 
avait construit pendant vingt ans des théories sur l’art muet. Allait-il falloir tout 
changer? On préféra nier l’invention nouvelle. [...] Si, au moment où votre enfant 
va prononcer ses premiers mots, quelque philosophe sceptique venait vous dire en 
souriant: Il va commencer à dire des bêtises. Coupez-lui la langue, acquiescerez-
vous?9, vii 

 

According to him, talking cinema presented itself as a film theoretical problem, which he 

describes as ‘un exemple bien curieux de cette résistance au réel, de cette paresse mentale,’10, 

viii thereby pointing specifically to Jean Epstein, but also Abel Gance, Marcel L’Herbier, René 

Clair and Germaine Dulac among others. Barjavel’s defense of sound cinema is shared by 

Bazin’s mythological project for cinema, for instance when Bazin writes: ‘Le primat de 

l’image est historiquement et techniquement accidentel, la nostalgie qu’entretiennent encore 

certains pour le mutisme de l’écran ne remonte pas assez loin dans l’enfance du septième art 

[…].’11, ix Elsewhere, Bazin, more radical than before, writes this nostalgia off as bare 

spitefulness:  

Les intellectuels sont gens qui n'aiment pas à être interrompus. Quand l'écran s'est 
mis à parler, ils se sont tus. Ce n'était pas par politesse. Ils aiment à laisser 
entendre que c'est plutôt par mépris ou par désespoir d'amour. Nous croyons, 
nous, que c'est par dépit. Convenons qu'une telle muflerie avait de quoi vexer nos 
esthéticiens. Tant d'audaces de pensée, tant d'articles et de discussions orageuses, 
tant de conseils prodigués, tant d'oracles sans appel pour en arriver à cette 
ingratitude. Le cinéma rejetant leur férule s'abandonnait à un réalisme de bas 
étage. C'en était fait, il finirait mal.12, x 

 

Like Barjavel, whose notion of “total cinema” he borrows, Bazin aims at countering a 

theoretical tendency that nostalgically attributes the essence of cinema solely to the moving 

image. The talking film did not, as the silent film theorists had it, distance cinema from its 

                                                
9 Barjavel, René. Cinéma total: essai sur les formes futures du cinéma. Paris: Éditions Denoël 

(1944): n. pag. <http://tomchin.voila.net/cinematotal.htm> 

10 Ibid.  

11 Bazin, “Mythe,” p. 23 

12 Bazin, André. “Pour une esthétique réaliste.” L'Information universitaire (08/11/1943): n. pag. 
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vocation, but instead brought it closer to its origins: ‘le cinéma,’ Bazin writes in his myth-

essay, ‘n’est pas encore inventé!’13, xi  

 Incidentally, this shift in cinema's visual paradigm also surfaces in Bazin’s elaborate 

studies on Charles Spencer Chaplin (1889-1977, which develops from an almost nostalgic 

recollection of silent cinema through a “mythification” of his famed silent film persona The 

Tramp, into an ambiguous defense of talking cinema. It is therefore indispensable to relate 

the myth of total cinema to Bazin's critical work on Chaplin and its intrinsic relation to the 

introduction of sound in cinema history, from which I derive a more detailed meaning of 

"myth" as a critical methodology for writing film history.14 As Rochelle Fack argues:  

[Bazin’s] defense of Chaplin’s talking films rests upon a premise that can be 
unsettling. It consists of determining the links that tie the characters in Chaplin’s 
talking films to the myth of Charlot. Charlot, the silent film character, acts as the 
seamark, the reference point that structures Bazin’s criticism. […] Bazin renders 
[Chaplin] as an evolving construction, an artistic phenomenon, and a myth that is 
converted into something else through a discursive use of speech.15, (xii) 

 

Bazin indeed articulates his particular understanding of myth most clearly throughout his 

work on Chaplin. As I will argue now, the coincidence of Chaplin’s talking films with the 

film theoretical agenda, which accompanies Bazin’s work from the very first essay, unveils 

the critical historical implications embedded in the myth of total cinema.  

                                                
13 Bazin, “Mythe,” p. 23 

14 Fack, Rochelle. “Bazin’s Chaplin Myth and the Corrosive Lettrists.” In: Opening Bazin: 
Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. 
New York: Oxford University Press (2011): pp. 246-247 

15 Bazin also develops his notion of myth in “Le Cinéma soviétique et le mythe de Staline” (1950), 
where he criticizes the cinematic representation of Joseph Stalin for its lack of “historical 
distance [recul historique],” which unfolds subtly into a critique of historical determinism: 
‘L’identification est désormais définitivement accomplie entre Staline et l’Histoire, que la 
contradiction de la subjectivité ne se pose plus à son propos.’ (“Le Cinéma soviétique et le 
mythe de Staline.” Esprit, No. 170 (1950): p. 222). This necessity for mythification in 
hindsight returns, for instance, in “Un Saint ne l’est qu’après” (1951): ‘Le problème qui se 
pose en cinéma comme en théologie est celui de la rétroactivité du salut éternel. Or de toute 
évidence un saint n’existe pas au présent, seulement un être qui le devient et qui d’ailleurs, 
jusqu’à sa mort risque de se damner’ (Bazin, André. “Un Saint ne l’est qu’après...” Cahiers 
du cinéma (May 1951): p. 48). Similarly, the notion of myth, which Bazin applies to 
Chaplin’s filmography as well as to the evolution of cinema in general, stands as an 
alternative method to the “eternal damnation” of prescriptive aesthetics of silent film 
theories.  
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Chaplin’s first sound film, Modern Times (1936), develops into a particular elegy for 

silent film, in which sounds often turns into a comic element, for instance in the growling 

stomach scene. During the entire film Charlie does not speak and at first sight the scenes in 

which he appears, give the impression of silent film. However, when Charlie finds a job as a 

singing waiter and rehearses his performance, he keeps forgetting the words to his song, as 

the inter-title reads. When his girlfriend writes down the lyrics on his cuff (Fig. 1) his 

rehearsal apparently goes smoothly (even though, as a spectator, we do not hear his voice but 

only see his gestures). Eventually, Charlie sings for the first time in cinema history, and his 

gibberish surely strengthens the comical effect of his characteristic gestures (Fig. 2). And 

again, in The Great Dictator (1940), when the Jewish barber is mistaken for dictator Hinkel 

and urged onto the stage, his inability to speak - “You must speak. / I can’t!” - first appears as 

a straightforward reference to Chaplin’s silent film icon; but then a newfound eloquence 

takes over that turns his famous speech into an embrace of sound cinema, immediately 

marking the end of The Tramp and the beginning of a new type of cinema (Fig. 3). From a 

comparable point of view, Antoine de Baecque writes, ‘[With The Great Dictator] Chaplin 

inaugurated a new era of historical film, in which history speaks in the present tense of 

cinema and holds forth on the present tense of the world in which it is screened.’16 If Charlie 

in Modern Times is still unable to utter anything but mere gibberish in public, the Jewish 

barber’s speech conveys an orality that speaks directly to history. For Bazin, it is the face of 

the actor and the sound of his voice in the final scene of The Great Dictator, which motivate 

his critical application of the myth of Charlie: 

Le discours du Dictateur est précisément le seul passage du film qui m'ait 
profondément ému, non pour son texte que je n'ai à peu près pas écouté, mais pour la 
seule et unique raison qu'on y voit longuement le visage de Chaplin en gros plan et 
qu'on entend sa voix. Je dis bien Chaplin et non Charlot, car pour la première fois on 
assistait dans cette séquence du Dictateur à l'esquisse d'une métamorphose. La 
proximité de la caméra et plus encore peut-être, la gamme des gris de la 
panchromatique faisaient apparaître, comme en surimpression sous le masque du petit 
homme à moustache, le visage clairement lisible de Chaplin. [...] Je dois à ce gros 
plan, techniquement banal, et à ce discours, parfaitement superflu, l'une de mes plus 
pures émotions cinématographiques. Ce passage unanimement condamné par la 
critique au bénéfice de la danse avec la mappemonde, ou de la barbe rasée sur la valse 
de Brahms, est, au contraire, dans les perspectives d'une critique selon le mythe, l'un 
des plus parfaits. Le discours l'enveloppe dans ma mémoire d'une fumée transparente 

                                                
16 De Baecque, Antoine. Camera Historica: The Century in Cinema. Trans. Ninon Vinsonneau and 

Jonathan Magidoff. New York: Columbia University Press (2012): p. 21 
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et fugace qui laisse autour de l'image l'aura étourdissante de la voix.17, xiii 

 

While the notion of myth in relation to sound and speech is initially irrevocably related to 

youth and development (a child’s first words), Bazin ultimately transforms it into a critical-

historical category that reconciles itself with the idea of aging (Chaplin the actor shows his 

face). In “Si Charlot ne meure” (1953), for example, Bazin further develops the myth of 

Charlot alongside two reference points: the mask of Charlot and the face of Chaplin, both 

combined in the famous peace speech in The Great Dictator.  

For The Tramp, an icon of the silent film era, talking cinema certainly posed itself as 

a challenge to the established persona. From this point of view, Bazin employs in his essay on 

Monsieur Verdoux (1947), which is not surprisingly the first film in which Chaplin does not 

play the iconic Tramp, a metaphor of the river flow and its equilibrium profile:18  

[…] une mystérieuse nécessité esthétique et, puisque je me suis lancé dans les images 
géographiques, de voir dans Monsieur Verdoux l'œuvre la plus proche de ce profil 
d'équilibre où le mythe, comme un fleuve qui coule à la mer sans obstacles et sans 
efforts, ne dépose plus qu'un fin tapis de poussière et poudre d'or.19, xiv 

 

Once Bazin's myth is understood, via Barjavel's notion of "total cinema,” as directed against 

image-oriented silent film theories that ignored talking cinema, his work on Chaplin and the 

film historical arguments from "Le Mythe du cinéma total" run remarkably parallel. In one of 

his most elaborate studies on Chaplin, Bazin writes:  

DU PERSONNAGE CHARLOT AU MYTHE:  
En moins de quinze ans, le petit homme à frac ridicule, à la petite moustache en 
trapèze, à la badine et au chapeau melon habitait la conscience de l'humanité. Jamais, 
depuis que le monde est monde, un mythe n'a reçu une adhésion aussi universelle. 
[…]  
On ne peut rien comprendre au personnage de Charlot si l'on essaye de le faire selon 
des catégories qui ne sont pas les siennes. Charlot est un personnage mythique qui 
domine chacune des aventures auxquelles il est mêlé. […] Pour des centaines de 

                                                
17 Bazin, André. “Défense de Monsieur Verdoux.” Temps modernes, No. 27 (1947): p. 1115 

18 Bazin reuses this metaphor a decade later in “L’Évolution du langage cinématographique” 
(1950-1955), and, as I will argue later on, this metaphor of a river flow comes to stand for 
Bazin’s critical investment to reformulate the relation between form and content.  

19  Bazin, André. “Les Sources: Landru-Verdoux-Charlot.” D.O.C. éducation populaire (January 
1948): n.pag.  
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millions d'hommes sur la planète, Charlot est un héros comme l'étaient pour d'autres 
civilisations, Ulysse ou Roland le Preux, à cette différence près que nous connaissons 
aujourd'hui les héros antiques à travers les œuvres littéraires achevées qui en ont fixé 
les aventures et les avatars. Pour les hommes du XXe siècle, au contraire, Charlot est 
toujours libre d'entrer dans un nouveau film. Chaplin, en quelque sorte, n'est pas 
l'auteur de tel ou de tel film, son œuvre ne s'aligne pas dans une filmologie, il est le 
créateur et le répondant du personnage de Charlot.20, xv 

 

Charlot, whose most essential characteristics were based primarily on the absence of sound, 

has no choice but to reinvent himself and to accept sound as an integral element in his 

cinema. Thus, Bazin sees in Charlot the personification of a myth that is fundamentally 

concerned with the evolution of film.  

There is a specific scene in Lisbon Story (Wim Wenders, 1994) that addresses the 

evolution of film in reference to Charlot. The film is set in Lisbon, where a filmmaker 

Friedrich intends to shoot the city “as if the whole history of cinema hadn't happened.” But 

his project fails and Friedrich sinks deeper and deeper into a depression. A persisting 

filmmaker’s block prevents him from finishing the film, so he writes his friend and sound 

engineer Philip Winter for help. When both friends finally reunite, Friedrich explains himself:  

Images ain't what they used to be! They can't be trusted anymore. We all know that, 
you know that. When we grew up, images were telling stories and showing things. 
Now they're selling stories and things. They've changed under our very eyes. They 
don't know how to show anything anymore. They've plain forgotten. Images are 
selling the world, Winter, and at a big discount! When I came here to make this 
movie, I thought I could beat the drift. We talked about it, man, remember? I wanted 
to shoot in black and white on this hand-cranker, like Buster Keaton in The 
Cameraman. Cranking in the streets on my own, a man with a camera. E viva Dziga 
Vertov! Pretending that the whole history of cinema hadn't happened and that I could 
just start from scratch, one hundred years later. Well, it didn't work, Winter. That is, 
for a while it seemed to work, but then it all collapsed. 

 
Lisbon Story supports Bazin’s myth of total cinema as the affirmation of a cinema not yet 

invented: Philipp's mike was needed to “pull the images out of the darkness” and bring them 

back to life, since a cinema without sound, for Friedrich, turned out to be “unbearable” and 

“hopeless.” The technological chronology continues when Friedrich appears to have found 

his salvation in the “unseen image” of a digital camera. In an ultimate attempt to bring 

Friedrich back to his senses and finish the film together, image with sound, Winter records a 

                                                
20 Ibid. 
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sequence featuring Portuguese filmmaker Manoel de Oliveira (1908-2015), impersonating the 

Tramp (Fig. 4). Incidentally, Oliveira is to this day the only filmmaker whose career spans 

from the silent film era into the digital; who else but Oliveira, playing the Tramp, could 

convince Friedrich of the value of filmmaking today?  

 Chaplin’s filmography develops alongside the evolution of film: from the silent gags, 

into noises and gibberish and fully established in Monsieur Verdoux, Bazin argues that 

‘Charlot est par essence inadapté social; Verdoux un suradapté.’21, xvi Furthermore, in 

“Introduction à une symbolique de Charlot” (1948), Bazin elaborates on Chaplin’s 

“backwards kick” as acting out those qualities that turned Charlie into a mythical character, 

more precisely his capricious dismissal of the past:  

[…] surtout quand il cesse d'avoir une utilité précise (fût-ce de simple vengeance), ce 
coup de pied en arrière exprime parfaitement le souci constant de Charlot de n'être pas 
rattaché au passé, de ne rien traîner après lui.22, xvii 

 

His gestures and the situations he continuously encounters, around which his comedy is 

based, all stem from a resistance to anticipation. Consequently, the objects themselves resist 

being used by Charlie in a conventional manner: ‘La fonction utilitaire des objets,’ Bazin 

writes, ‘est constituée par rapport à un monde humain lui-même utilitaire et prévoyant de 

l'avenir,’23, xviii but not for Chaplin: 

Mais si le provisoire lui suffit toujours, il fait preuve dans l'immédiat d'une ingéniosité 
prodigieuse. Aucune situation ne le laisse jamais désemparé. Il y a pour lui une 
solution à tout. Le monde autant et plus encore peut-être celui des objets que celui des 
hommes n'est pas fait pour lui.24, xix  

 
The backwards kick, combined with the temporary solutions he invents to situations, 

demonstrates Charlie’s particular temporality as a resistance to anticipation. From this point 

of view, Ivone Margulies writes that ‘all of Bazin’s work on Chaplin is about a body 

constructed and ravaged by cinema. Interweaving the man’s ephemeral destiny with his 

                                                
21 Bazin, André. “Le Mythe de M. Verdoux.” Revue du cinéma, No. 9 (1947): pp. 6-7 

22 Bazin,“Les Sources,” n.pag.  

23 Ibid. 

24 Ibid.  
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filmic corpus, and frequently using foreboding qualifiers, Bazin associates cinema with 

existential time.’25 The emphasis on Charlie’s ironic relation to time and objects in Bazin’s 

essays invokes an existential experience of time, which, as I will maintain subsequently, 

directly ties in with his critical methodology.  

 Just as Bazin maintains that Chaplin cannot be understood using categories that are 

foreign to him, so too does he view the Filmologie movement, which I discuss subsequently, 

as unfit to offer an appropriate study of cinema. Instead, Bazin creates the notion of “myth” 

as a critical-historical category, which he applies in this specific case to the evolution of 

Chaplin’s filmography. Similarly, as I will argue, Bazin views the myth of total cinema as a 

specifically cinematographic critical method, which he develops against the Filmologie 

approach. Rather than adhering to prescriptive categories, Bazin implicitly relies on an 

existentialist mind-set, which maintains that cinema first exists before any theory can solidify 

an essence to film. From this premise, as I will argue, Bazin develops the myth of total 

cinema on an existentialist “methodology of prudence.” 

 

   

          

                                                
25 Margulies, Ivone. “Bazin’s Exquisite Corpses.” In: Opening Bazin: Postwar Film Theory and Its 

Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. New York: Oxford 
University Press (2011): p. 187 

Fig. 1  Lyrics on his cuff 	   Fig. 2  Gibberish and mimicry 	  
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Fig. 3  Great Dictator peace speech	   Fig. 4  Manoel de Oliveira as Charlot	  
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1.2 Methodological Prudence: Existence Precedes Essence 

 

 In “Pour un cinéma impur. Défense de l’adaptation” (1951) Bazin opposes Georges 

Altman’s 1931 exclamation, “this is cinema [ça, c’est du cinéma]!,” by which he glorified 

silent film. More broadly, he criticizes the idea that cinema is an art of the image and that 

cinema would evolve completely independent from other arts, like literature and theatre: 

according to Bazin, ‘c’était méconnaître les données essentielles de l’histoire du film.’26, xx 

The advent of sound cinema, or rather its rejection by certain film theorists, is Bazin’s most 

referenced illustration of such misunderstanding of historical progression, from which he 

derives an existentialist methodological stance:  

Le cinéma ne peut exister sans un minimum (et ce minimum est immense) d’audience 
immédiate. Même quand le cinéaste affronte le goût du public, son audace n’est 
valable qu’autant qu’il est possible d’admettre que c’est le spectateur qui se méprend 
sur ce qu’il devrait aimer et ce qu’il aimera un jour. La seule comparaison 
contemporaine possible serait avec l’architecture, parce qu’une maison n’a de sens 
qu’habitable. Le cinéma, lui aussi, est un art fonctionnel. Selon un autre système de 
référence, il faudrait dire du cinéma que son existence précède son essence. C’est de 
cette existence que la critique doit partir, même dans ses explorations les plus 
aventureuses. Comme en histoire, et à peu près avec les mêmes réserves, la 
constatation d’un changement dépasse la réalité et pose déjà un jugement de valeur. 
C’est ce que n’ont pas voulu admettre ceux qui ont maudit le cinéma parlant à son 
origine, alors qu’il avait déjà sur l’art muet l’incomparable avantage de le remplacer. 
[my emphasis]27, xxi 

 

Bazin’s conviction that writing history often comes with a value judgment takes prudence, 

rather than totalization, as its methodological point of departure: ‘Même si ce pragmatisme 

critique ne paraît pas au lecteur suffisamment fondé, du moins admettra-t-on qu’il justifie 

l’humilité et la prudence méthodologique devant tout signe d’évolution du cinéma […].’28, xxii 

The direct reference to Jean-Paul Sartre's philosophy of existence, namely that 

existence precedes essence, proves to be a methodological guide in Bazin’s understanding of 

                                                
26 Bazin, André (1952). “Pour un cinéma impur: Défense de l’adaptation.” Qu’est-ce que le 

cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 85 

27 Ibid., p. 102 

28 Ibid. 
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film history,29, (xxiii) as he consequently builds his method of prudence on an existentialist 

view of evolution. In his renowned lecture L’Existentialisme est un humanisme (1946), Sartre 

conceived of ‘a being which exists before it can be defined by any conception of it:’  

What do we mean by saying that existence precedes essence? We mean that man first 
of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself 
afterwards. If man as the existentialist sees him is not definable, it is because to begin 
with he is nothing. He will not be anything until later, and then he will be what he 
makes of himself.30  
 

Following from the assertion that identity is always in the making, this understanding of 

evolution requires a particularly pragmatic methodology when it comes to historical 

writing. In “Questions de méthode” (1957), for example, Sartre argues that:  

The most rudimentary behavior must be determined both in relation to the real and 
present factors which condition it and in relation to a certain object, still to come, 
which it is trying to bring into being. This is what we call the project.31  

 
Bazin indirectly adopts the general premise of Sartre’s project in his film criticism. In so 

doing, his method of prudence speaks against the encyclopaedic paradigm as proposed by 

Sadoul in his Histoire générale, as it resulted in numerous articles, ranging from short 

periodicals to extensive essays. Bazin was well aware of the eclectic selection of the 

publication, and indeed considered its hiatus as productive rather than reductive. The 1958 

introduction to Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?, for instance, gives an interpretational directive 

                                                
29 While Sartre develops this maxim in a text in which he explicitly differentiates his views from 

the Christian existentialists, in particular Gabriel Marcel (1889-1973), I will argue in a later 
chapter (cf. infra, 5.2.1 Debates on Contemporary Art: Bazin, Marcel and Portmann) 
that Bazin’s views on cinema history are perhaps more closely aligned with Marcel’s 
philosophy of existence. On Bazin’s disagreements with Sartre, see also Jean Ungaro’s 
chapter “Sartre et Bazin: l’antagonisme comme dénouement,” in André Bazin: généalogies 
d’une théorie. Paris: L’Harmattan (2000): pp. 129-142. About “La Technique de Citizen 
Kane” (1947), for example, Ungaro writes that ‘Bazin semble dire à Sartre qu’il ne 
comprend pas son discours sur le cinéma. Tout l’article est construit autour de ce reproche 
fait à Sartre d’oublier, lorsqu’il parle du cinéma, ce que lui-même disait à propos de la 
littérature américaine’ (p. 141).  

30 Sartre, Jean-Paul (1946). “Existentialism Is a Humanism.” Trans. Philip Mairet. In: 
Existentialism from Dostoyevsky to Sartre. Ed. Walter Kaufman. New York: Penguin Group 
(1975): p. 349 

31 Sartre, Jean-Paul. Search for a Method. Trans. Hazel E. Barnes. New York: Alfred A. Knopf 
(1968): p. 91 
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regarding the compilation of articles:  

Il est vrai que nous aurions pu et peut-être dû refondre ces articles dans la 
continuité d'un essai. Nous y avons renoncé par crainte de tomber dans l'artifice 
didactique, préférant faire confiance au lecteur et lui laisser le soin de découvrir 
tout seul, si elle existe, la justification intellectuelle au rapprochement de ces 
textes. Le titre de cette série Qu'est-ce que le cinéma? n'est pas tant la promesse 
d'une réponse que l'annonce d'une question l'auteur se posera à lui-même tout au 
long de ces pages.32, xxiv 

 

In that same introduction, Bazin defends the intentional “lacunae” that separate the essays as 

providing an interpretative freedom to the reader, which a conjunctive publication would 

have excluded. Rather than providing his reader with an answer, Bazin’s Qu’est-ce que le 

cinéma? deliberately remains an inquiry that compares to a somewhat incidental reading, 

rather than a perusable geography:  

Ces livres ne prétendront donc point d’offrir une géologie et une géographie 
exhaustives du cinéma, mais seulement entraîner le lecteur dans une succession de 
coups de sonde, d’explorations, de survols pratiqués à l’occasion des films 
proposés à la réflexion quotidienne du critique.33, xxv 

 

With no less than two thousand five hundred critical articles and several authorial studies, 

Bazin’s oeuvre is characterized by an immense diversity that does not allow for any 

solidification into an intensive theory of film and, indeed deliberately, counters exhaustive 

histories as well as abstracted studies of film. Beyond being an unfinished or hastily 

preparation to a posthumous publication, such fragmentation reflects the underlying 

methodological premise by which Bazin intended to redirect cinephobic misunderstandings 

of film aesthetics, and subsequently of its history, towards an embrace of the film itself as a 

reference point for film criticism.  

 

1.2.1 The Aseptic Study of Filmologie 

 Bazin’s existentialism surfaces, albeit it indirectly, in his scathing review of the 

                                                
32 Bazin, André (1958). “Avant-propos.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Tome 1: Ontologie et langage. 

Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (1959): p. 7 

33 Ibid., pp. 7-8 
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founding father of Filmologie Gilbert Cohen Seat's Introduction générale: notions 

fondamentales et vocabulaire de la Filmologie (1946), and his very tough critique of the 

movement in general, which prided itself for being the first academic study of cinema. It 

followed a method characterized by a fundamental schism between the film itself and its 

greater sociological relevance: ‘Le fait filmique - individuel - se distingue du fait 

cinématographique, beaucoup plus étendu, plus vague, en un mot “social”.’34, xxvi Bazin, from 

his side, denounced the newfound discipline as ‘ostentatoire de la généralisation 

“scientifique” et de l’abstraction philosophique.’35, xxvii  

 The satirical drawing included in his critique, ironically titled “Introduction à une 

Filmologie de la Filmologie” (1951), perfectly illustrates Bazin’s concerns (Fig. 5): proud 

peacocks, wise owls in suits and men with medals symbolize the institutionalization of a 

study of cinema that was itself anything but social. In this particular essay, which he wrote 

under his pseudonym Florent Kirsch (Florent being the name of his son and Kirsch his wife's 

maiden name), Bazin attacks the filmologist methodology full on as disinterested and 

unconcerned with films themselves:  

Il ne sera pas besoin pour être un filmologue distingué d'avoir plus de familiarité 
avec les classiques de l'écran qu'un candidat au certificat d'étude avec les 
palimpsestes. Loin que cette ignorance soit ici un empêchement rédhibitoire, la 
filmologie lui en fait gloire. Certes il n'est pas interdit aux filmologues d'aller au 
cinéma, mais on ne saurait non plus le leur recommencer, ce bagage superflu risque 
plutôt d'obscurcir la science naissante. La filmologie est l'étude du cinéma-en-soi, 
accessoirement de son histoire et de ses œuvres. Rien ne prouve que Pavlov aima les 
chiens.36, xxviii 

 

A filmologist, so Bazin suggests, needs not be a devout cinephile, just as Pavlov was, given 

the torture-like setting of his experiments, probably not an animal lover; incidentally, Bazin 

himself was both.37, (xxix) In a presentation at the Congrès international de Filmologie, he 

                                                
34 Botson, Claude. “Problèmes de cinéma et filmologie.” Revue philosophique de Louvain, Vol. 62, 

No. 76 (1964): p. 632 

35 Bazin, André (signed Florent Kirsch). “Introduction à une filmologie de la filmologie.” Cahiers 
du cinéma, Vol. 5 (1951): p. 37 

36 Ibid., p. 36 

37 Bazin’s cinephilia is a given; his love for animals, too, is well known and has in fact been 
associated with his film criticism. In his biography of Bazin, Dudley Andrew writes that 
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eloquently relates this study of film, ‘dans l’absolu, par rapport au film en soi,’38, xxx to the 

ignorance of progress as an irrevocable consequence of such abstractions:  

Je ne veux pas plaider ici un pessimisme mais seulement un réalisme historique 
auquel mon métier de critique me rend particulièrement sensible. Je veux dire que les 
grands mouvements de l’évolution technique du cinéma échappent à notre initiative 
sinon à notre contrôle, il est plus fécond et plus intéressant de les considérer a priori 
comme des progrès que de les tenir pour des involutions au nom d’une critique a 
priori. C’est cette critique qui a presque unanimement condamné le cinéma parlant à 
sa naissance.39, xxxi 

 

The foundation of "being" in existence, which Sartre succinctly expressed, thus proves to 

have been more to Bazin than a clever tongue-in-cheek reaction to, for instance, the abundant 
                                                                                                                                                  

‘Bazin kept animals around him all his life. […] One early girlfriend recalls him picking her 
up for an excursion with a snake wrapped around his body and a smile on his face’ (André 
Bazin. New York: Oxford University Press (2013): p. 5). Bazin had dogs and cats, but also 
turtles, lizards, snakes, insects, butterflies and even a crocodile (Ibid., pp. 5-6). In “De la 
difficulté d’être Coco” (1954), Bazin gives an account on the great efforts he would take to 
bring along a parrot on his way back to Paris from a film festival in Sao Paolo, which he 
considered to be a very refined animal: ‘comme me dit ma voisine administrative: “il ne lui 
manque que la parole”’ (“De la difficulté d’être Coco. Histoire vécue par André Bazin.” 
Carrefour, No. 17 (March 1954): n. pag.). For more on Bazin’s film criticism in relation to 
animals, see for example: Jeong, Seung-Hoon. “Animals: An Adventure in Bazin’s 
Ontology.” In: Opening Bazin: Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley 
Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. New York: Oxford University Press (2011): pp. 177-
185; Fay, Jennifer. “Seeing/Loving Animals: André Bazin’s Posthumanism.” Journal of 
Visual Culture, Vol. 7, No. 1 (April 2008): pp. 41-46; Andrew, Dudley and Seung-Hoon 
Jeong. “Grizzly Ghost: Herzog, Bazin and the Cinematic Animal.” Screen, Vol. 49, No. 1 
(2008): pp. 1-12; and Daney, Serge (1972). “The Screen of Fantasy (Bazin and Animals).” 
Trans. Mark A. Cohen. In: Rites of Realism: Essays on Corporeal Cinema. Ed. Ivone 
Margulies. Durham: Duke University Press (2002): pp. 32-41, which I discuss at length in a 
later chapter (cf. infra, 2.3 Cinematic Specificity: “the eternal dead-again of cinema”).  

38 Bazin’s vocabulary in the critique to Filmologie’s methodology is reminiscent of Sartre’s 
distinction between “being in-itself” and “being for-itself:” ‘One may be reminded here of 
that convenient fiction by which certain popularisers are accustomed to illustrate the 
principle of the conservation of energy. If, they say, a single one of the atoms which 
constitute the universe were annihilated, there would result a catastrophe which would 
extend to the entire universe, and this would be, in particular, the end of the Earth and of the 
solar system. This metaphor can be of use to us here. The For-itself is like a tiny nihilation 
which has its origin at the heart of Being; and this nihilation is sufficient to cause a total 
upheaval to happen to the In-itself’ (Sartre, Jean-Paul (1943). Being and Nothingness: The 
Principal Text of Modern Existentialism. Trans. Hazel E. Barnes. New York: Washington 
Square Press (1984): p. 786). By adhering to this vocabulary, Bazin appears to reaffirm, 
again, the primacy of a particular film’s existence (pour-soi) over a abstracted and 
prescriptive theory (en-soi): each film holds the potential to alter the course of film history, 
and it is this potential, according to Bazin, that the critic should take as a point of departure.  

39 Bazin, André. “Techniques nouvelles.” Arts, No. 518 (1955): n. pag.  
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philosophical references in Cohen Seat's book.  

With only a few loose references, Bazin adheres to this existentialist framework in a 

remarkably casual fashion, which stands opposed to the detailed precision in his 

cinematographic analyses, and in doing so promotes a study of cinema which takes the film 

itself as a point of departure, rather than an abstracted, “aseptic” study propounded by 

Filmologie: ‘la virginité cinématographique des savants dont on souhaite le haut patronage 

est un symbole de la science nouvelle: de la rigueur de sa méthode et de l'asepsie de ses 

laboratoires.’40, xxxii To take up on a less explicit Sartrian reference in Bazin’s vocabulary, one 

could say, in other words, that Bazin considers his criticism to be a study of cinema-for-itself; 

it is perhaps in this sense, too, that Bazin on numerous occasions argues for "an awareness of 

the cinematographic fact [une prise de conscience du fait cinématographique].”41 Again 

ironically playful with philosophical references, Bazin writes:  

Je ne sais plus quel philosophe ou psychologue a soutenu que la conscience n'était 
qu'un épiphénomène et qu’avec ou sans elle Descartes eut aussi bien écrit le "Discours 
de la méthode." Théorie fausse évidemment, mais dont je garderai seulement la valeur 
de métaphore. Avec ou sans critique, Chaplin, Griffith, Murnau, Stroheim, Dreyer 
eussent existé de la même façon: il n'y aurait pas un plan de changé dans leurs films. 
A leur égard, l'abondante critique suscitée n'est qu'un fait de conscience 
épiphenoménal dont la nécessite ne se mesure pas à l'utilité. Je crois pourtant que 
cette végétation parasite sur l'arbre majestueux entretient avec lui, a fortiori, des 
relations de symbiose nécessaire non point évidemment à sa croissance, mais sans 
doute à son heureux vieillissement.42, xxxiii 

 

Indeed, Bazin’s reaction to Sadoul's determinism, as well as Cohen Seat's esoteric tone, can 

be traced back to this existentialist premise, which steps away from a prescriptive study of 

film by embracing instead, as Dudley Andrew described, the evolution of cinema as its prime 

motive:  

Bazin’s existentialism kept him from trying to seek or formulate an essence which 
cinema ought to be or become. Instead, he hoped to do for cinema what Sartre had 

                                                
40 Bazin, “Filmologie,” p. 36 

41 See: Bazin, “Redécouvrons le cinéma;” Bazin, André. “Le Cinéma et l’art populaire.” 
L’Information universitaire (25/06/1944); Bazin, André. “Le Mouvement des ciné-clubs en 
France depuis la Libération.” D.O.C. éducation populaire (January 1947); and Bazin, 
André. “L’Avant-garde nouvelle.” Objectif 49 (January 1948) 

42 Bazin, “Filmologie,” p. 92 
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done for man: to make it aware of its freedom and possibilities, to unshackle it from 
old theories which tie it to particular self-conceptions or ideologies.43

 

 

Instead of adhering to philosophical or pre-established historical categories, Bazin 

enthusiastically promoted the ciné-club movement, and considered film criticism repeatedly 

as "useless but necessary:" ‘la principale satisfaction que me donne ce métier réside dans sa 

quasi-inutilité. Faire de la critique cinématographique, c'est à peu près cracher dans l'eau du 

haut d'un pont.’44, xxxiv As I will conclude now, Bazin propounded a form of critical writing 

that could be synergetic with the evolution of cinema, and which always takes the film itself 

as a point of departure. The overall essayist style of his criticism, resulting in the fragmented, 

counter-prescriptive structure of his oeuvre, follows a similar principle that counters any form 

of solidification and stands in stark opposition to the aseptic tone of Filmologie.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
43 Andrew, Dudley. The Major Film Theories: An Introduction. New York: Oxford University 

Press (1976): pp. 172-173 

44 Bazin, André. “Réflexions sur la critique.” Cinéma: revue de la fédération des ciné clubs, No. 
32 (1958): p. 91 
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Fig. 5 Satirical illustration to “Introduction à une Filmologie...”  
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1.3 Film and Criticism: Cinema Enters History  

“Il est bon pour un art de s’enrichir de son passé à condition que ce ne 
soit point par impuissance à créer son avenir, c’est-à-dire le passé 

d’après-demain.”45, xxxv 

 

 Bazin’s particular concern with cinema history becomes most tangible in his 

categorical support of the ciné-club movement, in which he saw potentially one of the most 

important developments of post-war cinema. Indeed, the presentation and discussions of 

films, and their retrospectives (but also its more commercial form: the remake), stand starkly 

opposed to the abstracted and distanced study of Filmologie. This pragmatism filters through 

his elaborate texts on the preparation and presentation of a film screening,46, (xxxvi) as well as 

his extensive apology for film criticism. Most historians and philosophers had witnessed the 

birth of this new art form and could recall its evolution from memory, being a first person 

witness to the earnest signs of change. The historical importance of the ciné-clubs, according 

to Bazin, was inherently linked with the gradually waning access to a memory of cinema:  

Le cinéma commence à rentrer dans l’histoire. Il y a vingt ans, il était possible 
d’avoir vu presque tout ce qui comptait dans le cinéma, aujourd’hui beaucoup de 
jeunes gens ignorent la plupart des films marquant de l’histoire cinématographique; il 
ne saurait donc plus y avoir de culture cinématographique qui ne commence par la 
connaissance des classiques du “septième art.” D’ailleurs, l’évolution du cinéma a été 
telle depuis vingt ans que les amateurs éclairés eux-mêmes auront le plus grand profit 
à réviser leur conceptions d’après une nouvelle vision des chefs-d’œuvre.47, xxxvii  

 

As I have argued, the aversion to prescriptive film theories indeed serves as the foundation 

for Bazin's myth of total cinema, as it is the silent film esthetes' refusal to hear of sound 

                                                
45 Bazin, André. “Quand le cinéma se penche sur son passé.” Parisien libéré (18/10/1950): n. pag.  

46 See, for instance, Bazin, André. “Conseils aux animateurs de ciné-clubs: comment on prépare les 
débats au ciné-club d’Annecy.” D.O.C. éducation populaire (January 1948); Bazin, André. 
“Travail et culture: ce public.” Écran français (14/10/1947), in which he writes: ‘Ne 
renouvelons pas avec le cinéma les erreurs de la pédagogie universitaire dans l'enseignement 
de la littérature, par exemple, erreurs contre lesquelles l'Université elle-même réagit 
aujourd'hui. Pour être plus précis, il s'agira, par exemple, dans la présentation, le 
commentaire ou la discussion d'un film, de partir de la sensibilité normale des spectateurs’ 
(n. pag.).  

47 Bazin, “Le Mouvement des ciné-clubs,” n. pag.  
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cinema that alerted him to the application of the existentialist maxim onto cinema history. 

Stepping away from such perspective, Bazin quite literally develops a methodology that is 

intrinsically embedded in the language of cinema itself, rather than an a priori application of 

philosophical, or art historical paradigms. In this sense, Bazin's myth of total cinema in fact 

suggests that, as with Chaplin, cinema does not align itself with a “filmology.” Indeed, part of 

his dismissal of the Filmologie movement is their scientifically abstract language, and 

excessive references to frameworks that are foreign to cinema:  

[Cohen Seat] a volontairement obscurci son travail en transposant les faits les plus 
concrets dans le vocabulaire et la rhétorique de la philosophie universitaire. Avec une 
préciosité calculée il a par exemple soigneusement éliminé tout titre de film, toute 
référence à un événement cinématographique précis, la moindre évocation d'un nom 
de vedette, même connu de tous; on se réfère à Platon, Bergson, Euripide, 
Shakespeare, Molière ou Tabarin, mais on contourne des épiphrases et d'allusions les 
noms de Lumière, de Méliès et de René Clair. [...] [L]e langage cinématographique, 
truchement (quand on y va voir) des plus puérils mélodrames, devient pour le 
filmologue (qui s'en dispense) un "logos aux sels d'argent.”48, xxxviii  

 

Bazin thus rejects a direct application of critical categories coming from disciplines foreign to 

cinema, which becomes most evident in his proposal for a new critical historical paradigm 

that could apply to sound cinema.  

In "L’Évolution du langage cinématographique,” Bazin repeats this argument that the 

talking film diluted the image versus reality dichotomy, a dualism that characterized the film 

theories of the silent film era, and thereby annihilates the film theoretical “consternation” of 

those aesthetes Barjavel accused of intellectual laziness. Bazin writes:  

Si l’on cesse de tenir le montage et la composition plastique de l’image pour l’essence 
même du langage cinématographique, l’apparition du son n’est plus la ligne de faille 
esthétique divisant deux aspects radicalement différents du septième art. Un certain 
cinéma a cru mourir de la bande sonore, ce n’était point du tout “le cinéma.”49, xxxix 

 

With his myth of total cinema, Bazin thus inverts the prescriptive paradigm: the cinema, to 

use Sartre’s words, ‘will not be anything until later, and then he will be what he makes of 

                                                
48 Bazin, “Filmologie,” pp. 36-37 

49 Bazin, André (1950-1955). “L’Évolution du langage cinématographique.” Qu’est-ce que le 
cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): pp. 63-67 
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himself.’50 While Bazin preferred the oral film criticism in the ciné-clubs, as well as other 

more dynamic forms that he tentatively termed the “affective presentation of a film [la 

présentation affective du film],”51, (xl) he understood the importance for the film critic to speak 

as much as possible in the present tense: 

La fonction du critique n'est pas d'apporter sur un plateau d'argent une vérité qui 
n'existe pas, mais de prolonger le plus loin possible dans l'intelligence et la sensibilité 
de ceux qui le lisent, le choc de l'œuvre d'art.52, xli 

 

Thus, if film criticism cannot influence the artwork itself, as it did often during the silent film 

era when critics were also filmmakers, Bazin nevertheless considers his practice necessary: 

criticism creates an echo of the film that reverberates and extends its significance into the 

minds of the audience.  

In “Rewriting the Image,” Hervé Joubert-Laurencin relates Bazin’s critical method to 

his famed stutter, when he writes that ‘to cause a stammer is a creative act.’53 The oft-

referenced biographical anecdote that Bazin stuttered heavily, so much that it would have 

prevented him from teaching at the university, 54 might indeed illuminate his methodological 

approach to writing about film. Janine Chartier, former secretary at Travail et Culture, recalls 
                                                

50 Sartre, “Existentialism Is a Humanism,” p. 349 

51 In Bazin’s formulation this would be ‘[…] une sorte de mise dans l'ambiance de la salle 
principalement par l'audition de disques ou la lecture de textes’ (Bazin, “Conseils aux 
animateurs,” n. pag.).  

52 Bazin, “Réflexions sur la critique,” p. 94 

53 Joubert-Laurencin, Hervé. “Rewriting the Image: Two Effects of the Future-Perfect in André 
Bazin.” In: Opening Bazin: Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew 
and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. New York: Oxford University Press (2011): p. 209  

54 On 3 October 1941, Bazin had written to his closest friend Guy Léger that ‘[…] a catastrophe 
has struck me. I was washed out at the oral of the professoriat. More precisely they failed 
me because I stuttered in my extended explication of a text’  (Bazin, cited in Andrew, André 
Bazin, p. 38). Incidentally, Bazin’s oral exam was in part on Charles Baudelaire, whose 
unfortunate speech impediment (aphasia, to be precise) did not leave Bazin indifferent (cf. 
infra, 1.4 Bazin’s Mayonnaise Theory). While it may have been the reason for failing the 
exam (alongside his harsh criticism of the educational system at St. Cloud), the stutter did 
not prevent Bazin from speaking publicly at the ciné-clubs, for example; it was an 
impediment, it seems, that he had grown to accept. Bazin’s stutter undoubtedly lingers, for 
example, in his essays on Chaplin (the Dictator’s speech in particular), and, as will become 
clear in this present study, the notion of “eloquence” (or the lack thereof) is a recurring 
theme in Bazin’s film criticism. 
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that Bazin’s stutter during his screening sessions was both “tragic and admirable,” and 

according to a family friend Françoise Burgaud, the stammer also interfered with Bazin’s 

capacity to read and write lengthy texts, all the while demonstrating a ‘fabulous memory of 

images [fabuleuse mémoire des images].’55 In his analysis, Joubert-Laurencin furthermore 

develops a remarkable parallel between a specifically cinematographic language and the 

critic’s act of “rewriting [réécriture]” as a repetitive and revising method, and assigns to it the 

future perfect tense of cinema:  

Roland Barthes dreamt of associating the perfect tense with photography: a photo 
always says, according to him, “it was;” in the cinema, I would argue that this 
becomes “it will have been.” To this idea, let me add a corollary: whenever you write 
about cinema, you are always already in the act of rewriting. [...] The film already 
existed. Once described, it is already both irreparably dead, transformed into the past, 
and always incomparably alive, constantly evolving, stretched towards the future in 
anticipation of a new screening which will overthrow what was written about it.56 
 

This process of continued rewriting, characteristic of Bazin’s film criticism, allows for a 

“creative act,” or to use a more Bazinian term: a recreation, which counters the didactic 

artifice of encyclopaedic history books. In this manner, where his stutter had literally made it 

impossible for Bazin to teach at the university, this speech impediment functions within his 

methodology as a resistance to univocal criticism, and can be said to reflect his institutional 

critique. Within Bazin’s extensive body of work, many articles are in fact slightly modified 

versions of earlier essays, either published in another journal addressing a different audience, 

or a posteriori rewritten, modified after another screening, conference or reading. Or, he 

recycles metaphors, particular lines from poetry or theoretical and philosophical concepts, 

slightly altering their previous significance in light of new sources. This fragmentary critical 

method, then, both serves to safeguard against prescriptive aesthetics, as well as to enable a 

form of criticism that by its very nature does not solidify into an exhaustive film theory.  

 

 

  
                                                

55 Françoise Burgaud, in Pagliano, Jean-Pierre. “Profils perdus: André Bazin.”  France culture 
(20/10/1988) [Radio programme] 

56 Joubert-Laurencin, “Rewriting the Image,” p. 200 
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1.4 Bazin’s Mayonnaise Theory 

 

 To conclude this introductory part, I would like to briefly elaborate on one of the 

many metaphors in Bazin’s referential framework, which appears to be a random example but 

after more careful consideration explains the counter-hegemonic structure of Bazin’s film 

theory: mayonnaise. In fact, if there exists an all-encompassing “theory” to which Bazin’s 

body of critical writing tends,57, (xlii) perhaps this could be what François Truffaut (1932-

1984) has termed “Bazin’s mayonnaise theory:”  

When I was twenty, I argued with André Bazin for comparing films with mayonnaise 
- they either emulsified or did not. “Don’t you see,” I protested, “that all [Howard] 
Hawks’ films are good, and all [John] Huston’s are bad?” I later modified this harsh 
formula when I had become a working critic: “The worst Hawks film is more 
interesting than Huston’s best.” This will be remembered as la politique des auteurs. 
[…] I feel we’ve all adopted Bazin’s mayonnaise theory because actually making 
films has taught us a lot: it is as much trouble to make a bad film as a good one. Our 
most sincere film can seem phony.58  
 

                                                
57 Whether or not there is, to use Bazin’s own words, an “intellectual justification” to the whole of 

his critical work is a much-debated topic. See, for example, Ungaro’s André Bazin: 
généalogies d’une théorie: ‘[…] Bazin est à coup sûr théoricien, il a le goût et le souci de 
l’abstraction et de la généralisation, il aime dessiner de vastes ensembles, embrasser de 
grandes catégories de films, en dégager des traits communs, les appliquer à d’autres films, 
etc. Je ne suis pas certain qu’il y ait une théorie de Bazin parce qu’il manque à ses 
théorisations ce qui aurait pu les unifier en un système cohérent’ (p. 223). And in “The 
Structure of Bazin’s Thought,” Brian Henderson argues that Bazin’s writing in fact develops 
around a dichotomous structure of critical historical work on the one hand, and an 
ahistorical ontological theory on the other: ‘Despite its realist terminology, the history 
system is not assimilable to the ontology system’ (“The Structure of Bazin’s Thought.” Film 
Quarterly, Vol. 25, No. 4 (Summer 1972): p. 26). Surprisingly, Henderson includes “Le 
Mythe du cinéma total” as part of Bazin’s “reality theory,” whereas, being a direct response 
to Sadoul’s Histoire générale, Bazin here explicitly builds on an historiographical account 
of cinema, which he then frames, as I will argue later on (cf. infra, 2.4 Integral Realism: 
Reality and Cinema “Ultimately Equal”), within a mythical conception of “integral 
realism.” Throughout this dissertation, I will from my side maintain that Bazin’s critical 
method of a myth of total cinema surpasses such a dichotomy. 

58 Truffaut, François. The Films In My Life. New York: Da Capo Press (1994): p. 14 
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With the mayonnaise metaphor, Bazin thus opposed his views to what would develop into the 

politique des auteurs, which posited that ‘il n'y a pas d'œuvres, il n'y a que des auteurs:’59, xliii 

a phrase by the playwright and novelist Jean Giraudoux (1882-1944), frequently cited by 

Truffaut but which Bazin judged a ‘boutade polémique dont la portée me paraît finalement 

assez limitée.’60, xliv Instead, Bazin argues that, as with preparing mayonnaise, making a film 

involves combining different ingredients that either blend smoothly or not. A renowned 

filmmaker can definitely disappoint: ‘[…] il faut bien néanmoins rendre compte de certaines 

éclipses de décrépitudes frappant l’œuvre d’incontestables grands hommes,’61, xlv and 

conversely ‘[…] il doit exister et il existe effectivement des coups d’éclat dans la production 

par ailleurs médiocre d’un auteur.’62, xlvi From this point of view, he writes about Les Jeux 

sont faits (Jean Delannoy, 1947), of which he praises Sartre’s scenario but critiques the 

whole: ‘D'où vient que ce film soit totalement raté comme une mayonnaise qui aurait refusé 

de "prendre"? Tout y est bon, mais l'ensemble est immangeable.’63, xlvii And again: ‘Agence 

matrimoniale [Jean-Paul Le Chanois, 1952] me fait penser à une mayonnaise tournée. J'y 

distingue parfaitement l'huile du réalisme du jaune d'œuf des bonnes intentions.’64, xlviii At 

several instances in his writing, Bazin uses the image of mayonnaise that did not thicken to 

describe a failed attempt at combining different elements, such as vinegar, oil, egg yolk, 

sometimes mustard, lemon juice and a pinch of salt.  

Bazin’s motivation for this particular metaphor builds on the fact that from a chemical 

point of view mayonnaise is a prime example of so-called oxymoronic “colloidal 

dispersions,” i.e. mixtures of substances that do not blend: vinegar (a water-based substance) 

                                                
59 See: Truffaut, François. “Ali Baba et la ‘politique des auteurs’.” Cahiers du cinéma, No. 44 

(February 1955): pp. 45-47  

60 Bazin, André. “De la politique des auteurs.” Cahiers du cinéma, No. 70 (April 1957): p. 3 

61 Ibid., p. 9 

62 Ibid., p. 6 

63 Bazin, André. “Jean-Paul Sartre vedette du jour au festival de Cannes.” Parisien libéré, No. 18 
(September 1947): n. pag.  

64 Bazin, André. “Néo-réalisme et ‘reportage à thèse’.” France observateur (6/11/1952): p. 23 
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combined with oil, which is hydrophobic.65 Water, or H2O, is a polar molecule that will 

attach to its own kind but strongly repel the oil, which is itself non-polar: the oil is pushed 

away from the water, as to minimize the contact surface between both liquids (Fig. 6). In 

order to mix these two opposing ingredients, the egg yolk (together with the optional 

mustard) will act as an indispensable element for the mixture to thicken: it contains so-called 

“emulsifying molecules” (lecithin, to be precise), which are partly hydrophobic and partly 

hydrophilic. On one side, the yolk will coat the neutral oil droplets, and on the other side 

attract the water molecules (Fig. 7). The trick for mayonnaise to thicken, then, is to whisk 

vigorously and patiently to separate as many oil droplets as possible, slowly adding them to 

the yolk-vinegar mixture; the connection between the coated oil and the water will then be so 

strong that, even when left out at room temperature, the mayonnaise will not disperse.  

Applied to cinema, the analogy suggests that all elements (such as the scenario, 

cinematography, performance, etc.) combined, the film will either “look good”66 as a whole, 

or feel stodgy. Furthermore, the emulsifying process of mayonnaise happens without 

changing the molecular composition of each ingredient: there is no need to boil or cook 

anything. All there is to mayonnaise is constant whisking to rearrange the ingredients into a 

new harmonious configuration, in which their individual structures remain nevertheless 

unaltered. From this, the mayonnaise metaphor in Bazin ranges from the argument around the 

politique des auteurs to a more general institutional critique, as he writes in his critique of 

Filmologie that: 

Si la Filmologie a “pris,” c'est comme la mayonnaise. Tous les ingrédients existaient, 
méconnus, inconscient et dispersés depuis vingt ans. Il n'était, comme une bonne 
ménagère, que de penser à remettre un jaune d'œuf et de brasser d'une certaine 
façon.67, xlix 

 

                                                
65 For an accessible explanation of the molecular structure of mayonnaise, see: This, Hervé. 

Kitchen Mysteries: Revealing the Science of Cooking. New York: Columbia University 
Press (2007): pp. 39-43 

66 In French, the expression la mayonnaise a “pris,” figuratively also means that “things are 
looking good.”  

67 Bazin, “Filmologie,” p. 38 
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And in one of his more pragmatic texts on the organization of ciné-club debates, he again 

picks up the mayonnaise-metaphor in affirmation of the methodological principles he drew 

out against the abstracted and aseptic study of cinema: 

Une dernière remarque: un débat, c'est comme la mayonnaise, ça peut rater même si 
tous les ingrédients y sont. Mais il n'y a pas lieu de s'en étonner. C'est la preuve qu'il 
ne s'agit pas d'une classe d'arithmétique, qu'il y faut autre chose que de la compétence: 
la complicité du hasard, quelques effluves impondérables, une certaine grâce qui 
parfois se refuse, parfois aussi fond sur vous à la minute du désespoir. J'ai vu des 
débats fourvoyés pendant trois quarts d'heure sauvés par le dernier et tout le monde 
partir content. 
C'est qu'il n'est pas que le film qui soit œuvre d'art, la réflexion critique en est une 
aussi, elle exige de l'amour, de la sincérité, de l'inspiration. Il y a une muse des ciné-
clubs.68, l 

 

From these examples, it is clear that the image of mayonnaise as an oxymoronic emulsion of 

elements is instrumental to grasp Bazin’s counter-prescriptive method as a “whole,” whose 

existence is nevertheless granted only by the individual workings of its disparate elements: 

the myth of total cinema as the acknowledgement, first and foremost, of the existence of film.  

  

    

 

 Truffaut’s politique des auteurs announced a new critical orientation at Cahiers du 

cinéma, the influential film journal Bazin had cofounded in 1951 and where he himself was 

now viewed as a critic of the older generation. Though he considered this debate to be 

                                                
68 Bazin, André. “Comment présenter et discuter un film!” Ciné-club (April 1954): n. p. 

Fig. 6  Water repels oil	   Fig. 7  Mayonnaise	  
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nothing more than a “family struggle [une querelle de famille],”69 and he in fact preferred this 

new critical approach to the “naïve presuppositions” his younger colleagues were fighting,70 

Bazin’s objections are indeed illuminating. As I will conclude now, the mayonnaise theory is 

fully in line with the methodological premise of a myth of total cinema. In his discussion of 

the final speech in The Great Dictator, Bazin defended Charlie’s adaptation of perfect 

eloquence and the wrinkles of Chaplin showing through the make-up in terms of a myth; so 

too does he frame his argument against the politique des auteurs with an appreciation of older 

age. Against Truffaut, he writes: ‘Le drame n’est pas dans le vieillissement des hommes, 

mais dans celui du cinéma: se laissent dépasser par son évolution, ceux qui ne savent pas 

vieillir avec lui.’71, li As in his essays on Chaplin, here again the notion of eloquence (when 

meaning is perfectly integrated in language) supports Bazin’s evolutionary argument. 

However, this time he approaches the question from the perspective of an apparent 

regression, as he invokes a poet’s tragic aphasia: ‘[Charles] Baudelaire paralysé et 

n’articulant que son “cré nom” était-il moins baudelairien?’72, lii At the end of his life, 

Baudelaire suffered a series of strokes, which left him partially paralyzed and affected his 

speech to such an extent that the poet, once so well-versed, was forced to use the two only 

words he could pronounce, “Cré nom” most commonly understood to be a concocted 

abbreviation of the blasphemous oath “Sacré nom de Dieu,” to cover an entire array of 

emotions from pure frustration to immense joy. From a neurological point of view, there is no 

evidence that Baudelaire’s speech impediment was accompanied with a cognitive regression, 

as Sebastian Dieguez and Julien Bogousslavsky write:  

What thought is without language is one of the oldest questions of philosophy, and it 
has received tremendous input through the study of aphasic patients. However as the 
specific case of Baudelaire is concerned, the question will forever remain 
unanswered.73 

                                                
69 Bazin, “De la politique des auteurs,” p. 3 

70 Ibid., p. 2 

71 Ibid., p. 9 

72 Ibid.  

73 Bogousslavsky, Julien and Sebastian Dieguez. “Baudelaire’s Aphasia: From Poetry to Cursing.” 
In: Neurological Disorders in Famous Artists. Part 2. Eds. J. Bogousslavsky and M.G. 
Hennerici. Basel: Karger (2007): p. 136 
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Bazin’s remark suggests that he accepts the dissociation between word and thought: the 

inability to speak does not make him less Baudelaire.74 By placing the emphasis on the author 

as the sole creator of the artwork, Truffaut and his cohorts ignored the integral share of the 

subject matter, the existence of the film itself: the cinematic equation, so Bazin claims, then 

becomes “auteur + subject (reduced to zero) = work,” which he immediately nuances by 

stating that ‘[…] j’admets que l’équation posée plus haut est artificielle, autant que la 

distinction scolaire de la forme et du fond.’75, liii The existentialist premise, which as I have 

indicated earlier informs both Bazin’s notion of “myth” as well as “total cinema,” safeguards 

cinema’s fundamental socio-aesthetics:  

[…] le cinéma est un art populaire et industriel. […] Mais il s’ensuit que tout metteur 
en scène est embarqué sur ce flot puissant et que son itinéraire artistique doit 

                                                
74 In doing so, Bazin subtly positions himself against the argument that Baudelaire’s speech 

impediment was somehow the outcome he deserved or even wished for: ‘In these circles 
Baudelaire’s aphasia seems to almost make sense, in a way. This implies that Baudelaire’s 
life can be examined retrospectively so that one can fully see the ironies of fate at work. […] 
It is almost as if Baudelaire’s ending as an aphasic was some sort of retribution for his 
dissolute lifestyle’ (Bogousslavsky and Dieguez, “Baudelaire’s Aphasia,” p. 146). This view 
was supported by Sartre in his study on the poet from 1947, in which he discusses 
Baudelaire’s misfortune as “bad faith:” ‘Sartre is notorious in his analysis of Baudelaire’s 
psyche for having rather exclusively focussed on the poet’s will (or rather the lack of it)’ 
(Ibid., p. 125).  

Sartre’s essay was met with criticism, particularly from Auguste Angles in “Sartre contre 
Baudelaire” (1948), in which he criticises Sartre’s “biographic criticism:” ‘The only 
reproach one can level at Sartre is that […] he forgets most of the time that Baudelaire wrote 
Flowers of Evil and several other quite admirable books. His quarrels with Ancelle, the way 
Baudelaire made or did not make love, his changes of residency, his discouragements, 
occupy in the essay a much more important place than his poems, his articles, his 
translations. Here again, Sartre uses new language to dress up an old ghost: biographic 
criticism. The concierge has become a psychoanalyst (existentialist, to be sure), but she is 
still a concierge’ (“Sartre versus Baudelaire.” Trans. Charles Messner. Yale French Studies, 
No. 2 (1948): p. 121). See also Georges Bataille’s critique of Sartre’s study in La Littérature 
et le mal. Paris: Gallimard (1957).  

Interestingly, in his review of the biopic Van Gogh (1956) by Vincente Minnelli, one of the 
acclaimed auteurs under scrutiny in the essay against the politique des auteurs, Bazin will 
take up this exact argument against “biographic criticism” (cf. infra, 5.2.3 Van Gogh’s Ear: 
Mythic Reality Becomes Flesh). From this perspective, the anecdote of Baudelaire’s 
speech impediment as well as Bazin’s views on Van Gogh’s aesthetics, which I discuss later 
on, can be seen as a rejection of gossipy, concierge-like criticism, and affirms the existence 
of the subject (e.g. film, poem, painting) as integrally part of the artistic equation.  

75 Bazin, “De la politique des auteurs,” p.10  
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naturellement se calculer en tenant compte du courant et non point comme s’il 
naviguait à sa guise sur un lac tranquille.76, liv 

 

Bazin’s initial aversion to image-oriented aesthetics that deemed the sound film as “low 

grade” cinema runs through his numerous historical and critical analyses and is firmly 

embedded in his general affirmation of ‘cinema as the art of reality [le cinéma comme art de 

la réalité].’77 As I will demonstrate in the subsequent part of this research, Bazin specifies 

these principles in his highly original conception of “integral realism [réalisme integral],” via 

which he attempts to overcome precisely this distinction between form and content.  

   

                                                
76 Ibid., p. 5 

77 Bazin, “Avant-propos,” p. 9 
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PART II. Cinema Is the Art of Reality 

“La fabrication de l’image s’est même libérée de tout utilitarisme 
anthropocentrique. Il ne s’agit pas de la survie de l’homme, mais plus 

généralement de la création d’un univers idéal à l’image du réel et 
doué d’un destin temporel autonome.”1, i 

 

 In his seminal work “Le Mythe du cinéma total,” André Bazin approaches film 

through the framework of its inimitable association with the world, developing his 

understanding of what he terms “integral realism”2 as the ontology of the cinematographic 

image. From his introduction to Qu’est-ce que le cinéma (1958) he describes this ontology in 

lay terminology, stating emphatically that cinema is the art of reality: ‘en termes moins 

philosophiques: le cinéma comme art de la réalité.’3, ii In the following chapters, I hope to 

provide a contemporary examination of cinema as an art of reality: I intend to explain the 

ways in which Bazin understands the relation between the world and its image, and towards 

this end I will look at several references in Bazin’s writing that are either theological, 

mythological or scientific. I will then discuss his notion of integral realism against the 

background of several texts on exploration film, wherein he develops the analogy between 

cinema and one particular mythical image which I see as a guiding principle in his approach 

to this art of reality: the myth of Icarus.  

 

  

                                                
1 Bazin, André (1945). “Ontologie de l’image photographique.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 10 

2 In his 2009 translation, Timothy Barnard translates réalisme intégral as “complete realism;” this, 
however, does not do justice to the term originally chosen by Bazin, as it empties it of its 
mathematical reference, which I will lay bare in the following chapter (cf. infra, 2.4 Integral 
Realism: Reality and Cinema “Ultimately Equal”).  

3 Bazin, André (1958). “Avant-propos.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Tome 1: Ontologie et langage. 
Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (1959): p. 9 
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Chapter II: The Photograph of Danger: A Shark in the Cinema 

 

 By way of introduction, I propose to take a closer look at one particularly outstanding 

critique relating to documentary authenticity, namely Bazin's discussion of Thor Heyerdahl’s 

documentary film Kon-Tiki (1950). Heyerdahl’s renowned exploratory expedition was set out 

as a counter-proof to established theories of migration: according to him, the people of 

Polynesia had travelled westwards on a raft from the coast of Peru, and as ultimate proof of 

this theory Heyerdahl accompanied his thesis with a real-life expedition, documented by film 

- a film that, in Bazin’s words, “does not exist:”  

Kon-Tiki est le plus beau des films mais il n'existe pas! Comme des ruines dont 
quelques pierres émoussées suffisent à faire lever les architectures et les sculptures 
disparues, les images qu'on nous propose sont ce vestige d'une œuvre virtuelle dont on 
ose à peine rêver.1, i 

 

Because of the crew’s inexperience and the spatial restriction of the raft, the film lacked 

intriguing shots and the material itself was of poor quality. But rather than weakening the 

film, Kon-Tiki’s uninviting shooting conditions enhanced the documentary authenticity so 

dear to Bazin:  

[…] ces rares images au milieu d’un flot de pellicule presque sans intérêt objectif sont 
comme des épaves inestimables et bouleversantes sur la houle monotone de l’océan. 
Elles ont la beauté des ruines, érodées par le temps, le vent et le soleil. C’est que leur 
délabrement n’est pas ressenti comme un manque, les immenses lacunes de ces films 
sont en réalité un plein, le plein de l’aventure humaine dont elle ne témoignent si 
pleinement que par leur vide.2, ii 

 

In fact, Bazin’s preference for an authentic image over aesthetic perfection extends beyond 

the particular case of Kon-Tiki into his wide-ranging understanding of cinematic realism, 

more precisely, in what he termed “ontogenetic realism.”  

Whereas he would name this procedure only in 1958, in conjoining the two opening 

essays to Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? as well as in his preface describing the first volume 
                                                

1 Bazin, André (1953-1954). “Le Cinéma et l’exploration.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?  Paris: 
Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 31 

2 Bazin, André. “L’Évolution du film d’exploration.” Monde nouveau (1955): p. 259 
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Ontologie et langage, the idea of an “ontogenetic realism”3, (iii) is already clearly formulated 

in “Ontologie de l’image photographique” (1945): ‘l’image peut être floue, déformée, 

décolorée, sans valeur documentaire, elle procède par sa genèse de l’ontologie du modèle: 

elle est le modèle.’4, iv Similarly, in defence of Kon-Tiki’s poor cinematography, Bazin 

ultimately argues for decay and dissemblance as a sign and proof of authenticity:  

Car le film n’est pas constitué seulement par ce qu’on voit. Ses imperfections 
témoignent de son authenticité, les documents absents sont l’empreinte négative de 
l’aventure, son inscription en creux.5, v 

 

This negative imprint of adventure, which implies a presence without direct visibility, is put 

at work most clearly in Bazin’s description of the shark attack-scene (Fig. 1): ‘ce n’est pas 

tant la photographie du requin que celle du danger.’6, vi Ever since, simply filming a shark-

attack, even disregarding the aggravating circumstances of Heyerdahl and his crew, has 

proven to be anything but easy.  

                                                
3 For more on Bazin’s usage of the term “ontogeny,” I refer to Hervé Joubert-Laurencin’s analysis 

in Le Sommeil paradoxal (2014): ‘On retrouve ce terme dans un ajout datable de 1958 […], 
ce qui laisse à penser, vu sa rareté, à une volonté d’exactitude tardive, qualifiable de 
scientiste, car le terme, apparemment plus sérieux, n’est en réalité utilisé dans aucun de ses 
deux sens français’ (p. 20). Stepping away from the common explication of Bazin’s 
ontogeny-thesis in biological and philosophical terms, in particular Dominique Chateau’s 
explication in Cinéma et philosophie (2003), Joubert-Laurencin writes: ‘[…] la phrase chez 
Bazin signifie que le fonctionnement de l’appareil photo ou de la caméra (la “genèse” 
s’étend de l’opération mécanique de construction de l’image) est juste assez connu par le 
spectateur moyen pour créditer à ses yeux l’image qui en résulte de décalque fidèle de la 
réalité enregistrée, quelles qui soient ses qualités “objectives” de ressemblance’ (Joubert-
Laurencin, Hervé. Le Sommeil paradoxal: écrits sur André Bazin. Montreuil: Les Éditions 
de l’Œil (2014): p. 21).  

However, Bazin’s encounter in September 1948 on the occasion of the Rencontres 
internationales de Genève with Adolphe Portman (1897-1982), who was zoology professor 
at the University of Basel, might revalue the biological foundations of this concept for 
Bazin. Portman’s research was invested in the physiological prematurity of man (man is “an 
animal born too early”), which echoes in Bazin’s general film historical orientation 
(“cinema not yet invented”). From this point of view, the biological resonances in the term 
“ontogeny” need not oppose the mechanism described by Joubert-Laurencin (cf. infra, 5.2.1 
Debates on Contemporary Art: Bazin, Marcel and Portmann).  

4 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 14  

5 Bazin, “Le Cinéma et l’exploration,” p. 34 

6 Ibid., p. 32 
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 Indeed, while Steven Spielberg, hoping to achieve a higher degree of realism, decided 

to shoot Jaws (1975) on location rather than in the usual massive basins of Hollywood 

studios, it was his mechanical shark which disappointed him most, as it failed drastically in 

conveying the imminent danger of a real shark-attack (Fig. 2); in such cases, Spielberg 

nicknamed the shark “the great white turd.”7 Moreover, in the context of this discussion it is 

intriguing to note that precisely the shooting conditions on location severely aggravated and 

accentuated the shark’s artifactual qualities: it sank immediately when put to water at 

Martha's Vineyard, and the salty ocean water repeatedly damaged the material of the 

mechanical shark. For these reasons, Spielberg ended up filming with a subjective camera 

assuming the position of the shark so that most scenes were recorded without explicitly 

showing it, which brings us back full circle to Bazin’s argument concerning the shark-attack 

in Kon-Tiki.  

 

     

         

 

The complexity of documentary authenticity thus crystallizes in the burden of shark 

attacks in the cinema. In a similar way, in a review of the underwater exploration film Le 

Monde du silence (Jacques-Yves Cousteau and Louis Malle, 1956) Bazin derives a 

fundamental principle of authenticity from the indispensable bond between the 

cinematographic image and reality:  

                                                
7 “Jaws: Trivia.” The Internet Movie Database. [Accessed 28/05/2014] 

<http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0073195/trivia?ref_=tt_trv_trv> 

Fig. 1 The shark barely visible in Kon-Tiki Fig. 2 Spielberg posing with the completely 
harmless mechanical shark of Jaws 
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Ce que le film enregistre c’est la répétition d’événements qui ont dû ou qui ont pu, 
selon toute vraisemblance, se reproduire de la même façon en l’absence de toute 
caméra. Ce principe interdit naturellement les fantaisies du genre “lutte à mort avec 
un requin.” Non qu’à la limite l’événement soit inconcevable mais parce que sa 
répétition serait la négation du péril qui en fait justement le pathétique. Ou le requin 
est inoffensif et c’est une ignoble comédie, ou il est dangereux et l’opérateur qui 
continue de filmer est coupable de ne pas porter secours à une personne en danger.8, vii 

 

So Bazin’s argument of cinema as an art of the real manifests itself in the analysis of sharks 

throughout the history of cinema, and it formulates the fundamental question pertaining to 

documentary authenticity, namely: did the camera influence the event? Concerning sharks in 

cinema, the question then is not one of probability, but of authenticity.  

 Interestingly, Kon-Tiki’s shark scene has recently been given a second life, in which 

precisely those limitations that proved, for Bazin, the documentary authenticity of Kon-Tiki 

have been spectacularly disregarded: the 2012 feature film remake by Joachim Rønning and 

Espen Sandberg, also entitled Kon-Tiki. The film makes abundant use of helicopter shots, 

underwater filming, and the shark-attack scene in particular, is a remarkable display of over 

500 instances of computer generated imagery and effect shots. The contemporary Kon-Tiki 

expedition therefore stands in stark opposition to the description by Bazin of the original 

Kon-Tiki documentary, when he writes:  

Pas de travellings, naturellement, pas d’angles plongeants, à peine la possibilité de 
faire des plans d’ensemble du “navire” depuis un canot pneumatique balloté par les 
vagues. Enfin et surtout, si un événement important se produisait (une tempête par 
exemple), l’équipage avait autre chose à faire qu’à tourner. En sorte que nos amateurs 
ont visiblement gaspillé force bobines à filmer le perroquet fétiche et les rations 
alimentaires de l’Intendance américaine, mais quand d’aventure une baleine se 
précipite sur le radeau, l’image est si brève qu’il faut la redoubler dix fois à la Truca 
pour qu’on ait le temps de l’apercevoir.9 

 
In the context of Bazin’s 1952 critique, and more generally in light of his views on 

ontogenetic realism, the remake of the Kon-Tiki expedition, the shark-attack scene in 

particular, should thus be seen as a surprising take on the status of the image in today’s 

contemporary visual culture (Fig. 3-4). Rønning and Sandberg’s film, I argue, enters in a 

                                                
8 Bazin, André. “Le Monde du silence: Icare sous-marin.” Radio cinéma télévision (26/02/1956): p. 

44 

9 Bazin, “Le Cinéma et l’exploration,” p. 32 
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direct dialogue with cinematic realism, of which the re-enactment of the shark-attack scene is 

indeed an intriguing case, given the implications of Bazin’s critique outlined above. In an 

interview with The Hollywood Reporter, commenting on the difficulty involved in “shooting” 

Kon-Tiki, Sandberg and Rønning state:  

Rønning: To make a whale shark and other sharks, CGI needed to be at a certain 
level. Personally we had never seen sharks in movies that we felt were one hundred 
percent life-like.  
Sandberg: The reason it worked so well in Jaws is because you basically never see the 
shark. We had to have it on deck and everything. So I think that was part of the reason 
it hadn’t been made before because it would have been too expensive.10 

 
Under no circumstance would Heyerdahl and his crew have been able, or indeed willing to 

shoot the shark attack scene, for instance, from below the water surface, neither did Spielberg 

or anyone else for that matter. Thus, while Kon-Tiki from 2012 in many aspects radically 

overturns Bazin’s notion of ontogenetic realism, it is most definitely an impressive exposé of 

the possibilities of CGI that produce the very visibility which Bazin considered 

inconceivable, provided that the shark is inoffensive or, in this case virtual: at most a 

dummy.11  

 

                                                
10 Trier, Joachim & Harvey Weinstein. “'Kon-Tiki' Directors Discuss the Making of Their 

Offshore Epic (Q&A).” The Hollywood Reporter  (26/04/2014) [Accessed 28/05/2014] 
<http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/kon-tiki-directors-discuss-making-447386> 

11 For a short clip on the shooting conditions “in open water” of the 2012 remake, see: "Kon-Tiki: 
The Incredible True Story: Shooting in Open Water.” National Geographic. [Accessed 
28/05.2014] <http://channel.nationalgeographic.com/channel/videos/shooting-in-open-
water/>  For an extensive CGI breakdown reel, see: “Kon-Tiki: Complete VFX-
Breakdown.” YouTube. [Accessed 28/05/2014] 
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gFpL2XzAn44>.  
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 Although there are many examples from which to draw illustrating subjects that pose 

a serious threat to documentary authenticity, the filmic image of the shark stands out in this 

regard, and it is this subject that Bazin uses to illustrate his argument on documentary 

authenticity. Those who have seen Jaws are aware that shark films often build on explicit B-

movie aesthetics, where the shark is clearly visible. Throughout film history, sharks in 

cinema have been “jumping the shark,” so to speak, and the act of filming a shark-attack, 

even if we disregard the difficult circumstances for Heyerdahl and his crew, has proven to be 

a cumbersome endeavour. Where Spielberg liberally employed the artifice of a rubbery 

looking mechanical shark in his attempt to depict danger, CGI-effects were put to use 

excessively during the shark attack-scene in Kon-Tiki’s recent remake from 2012. In this 

case, CGI radically overturns the logic of Bazin’s ontogeny-thesis: the visibility of the shark 

becomes proof of the inauthenticity of the image – proof, at least, that the shark was never 

filmed (and that the cameraman therefore did not fail in his duty to rescue). Evidently, the 

image of the shark in Kon-Tiki 2012 is nothing like the photograph of danger, of which Bazin 

spoke. And yet, to this day the very heart of the problem, a shark on film, remains the same. 

CGI thus appears to have brought the contemporary cinematographic image to the reverse 

side of the ontogeny-argument, where the result predominates over the authenticity derived 

from the photographic genesis of the image: the dummy comes as the culmination of a 

history of mechanical sharks in cinema. 

 

  

Fig. 3 CGI simulation of a sharks Fig. 4 The dummy of danger 
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2.1 The Paradox of Authenticity: Bazin’s Shark and Schrödinger’s Cat 

 

 The implications of Bazin’s analysis of the shark-attack scene in Kon-Tiki perfectly 

illustrate the way in which realism on screen necessitates that ‘il faudra toujours sacrifier 

quelque chose de la réalité à la réalité.’12, viii In both Heyerdahl’s lived documentary as well as 

Spielberg’s feature film, the very properties of the image are sacrificed to enhance the 

authenticity of the attack. In this manner, the screen becomes a double-edged sword, as each 

gain in reality involves a loss in the image, and vice versa.  

 From this perspective, the analysis of the shark in Kon-Tiki appears to lean towards a 

similar observational theory as initiated by the Austrian physicist Erwin Schrödinger (1887-

1961), who set out to challenge the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum indeterminacy, in 

particular their concept of the wave- or psi-function, which calculates the probability of 

objective reality.13 After Werner Heisenberg’s description in 1927 of the “uncertainty 

principle,” physical science acknowledged a radical shift in perspective, as it turned its back 

to physical determinism. Where classical mechanics is based on the assumption of scientific 

reproducibility, which assumes that if all conditions are meticulously recreated, repeated 

scientific experiments should produce the same results, quantum physics, on the contrary, is 

founded upon the unpredictable behaviour of particles on a quantum level, so that ‘chance 

must be elevated to the status of an essential feature of physical behaviour.’14 Heisenberg’s 

uncertainty principle soon developed into the Copenhagen interpretation, which extends the 

principle from the infinitesimal level of quantum physics onto ‘the macroscopic objects of 

                                                
12 Bazin, André. “Le Réalisme cinématographique et l’école italienne de la Libération.” Esprit, 

Vol. 141 (1947): p. 72 

13 Quantum indeterminacy, also called the uncertainty principle, is the fundamental assertion in 
quantum physics that the state of a certain physical system cannot fully determine the actual 
observed values. Diverging from classical mechanics, the study of phenomena on a quantum 
level cannot predict or determine the behaviour of individual particles. Beyond being an 
apology for inaccurate measurement or miscalculations, quantum indeterminacy is an 
essential and necessary uncertainty in our understanding of reality. 

14 Peres, Asher. Quantum Theory: Concepts and Methods. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers (1995): p. 7 
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sense experience,’15 based largely on probability for understanding physical reality. In order 

to demonstrate the absurdity of their particular calculated, almost statistical approach to 

indeterminacy, Schrödinger imagined the by now famed thought experiment of the cat-

paradox, of which I cite here his full description:  

At all events it [the psi-function] is an imagined entity that images the blurring of all 
variables at every moment just as clearly and faithfully as does the classical model its 
sharp numerical values. […] But serious misgivings arise if one notices that the 
uncertainty affects macroscopically tangible and visible things, for which the term 
“blurring” seems simply wrong. […] One can even set up ridiculous cases. A cat is 
penned up in a steel chamber, along with the following device (which must be secured 
against direct interference by the cat): in a Geiger counter there is a tiny bit of 
radioactive substance, so small, that perhaps in the course of the hour one of the two 
atoms decays, but also, with equal probability, perhaps none; if it happens, the counter 
tube discharges and through a relay releases a hammer which shatters a small flask of 
hydrocyanic acid. If one has left this entire system to itself for an hour, one would say 
that the cat still lives if meanwhile no atom has decayed. The psi-function of the entire 
system would express this by having in it the living and dead cat (pardon the 
expression) mixed or smeared out in equal parts. 

It is typical of these cases that an indeterminacy originally restricted to the atomic 
domain becomes transformed into macroscopic indeterminacy, which can then be 
resolved by direct observation. That prevents us from so naively accepting as valid a 
“blurred model” for representing reality. In itself it would not embody anything 
unclear or contradictory. There is a difference between a shaky and out-of-focus 
photograph and a snapshot of clouds and fog banks.16 

 
In the cat-paradox experiment, Schrödinger transfers quantitative probability, which he calls 

the “blurred model” of superimposing all possible variables (i.e. the cat has equal chance to 

being dead or alive, hence it is both), onto the macroscopic and qualitative level of an actual 

cat in a box, where merely opening the box reveals the cat to be either dead or alive. Though 

at first sight Schrödinger’s condemnation of the out-of-focus photograph appears to 

contradict Bazin’s views on ontogenetic realism, which favours the blurred photograph over 

the faithful drawing, their argumentations in fact run parallel. In face of the uniqueness of an 

irreversible event, irreproducible either as a scientific experiment or in the artificial 

                                                
15 Stapp, Henry Pierce. “The Copenhagen Interpretation.” American Journal of Physics, Vol. 40, 

No. 1098 (1972): p. 1098 

16 Schrödinger, Erwin (1935). “The Present Situation in Quantum Mechanics: A Translation of 
Schrödinger’s ‘Cat Paradox Paper’.” Trans. John D. Trimmer. In: Quantum Theory and 
Measurement. Eds. J.A. Wheeler and W.H. Zurek New Jersey: Princeton University Press 
(1983): p. 157 
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environment of a studio, both Bazin and Schrödinger condemn the inauthenticity involved in 

quantitative probability: death, Bazin argues, is ‘[…] l’instant qualitatif à l’état pur,’17, ix and 

‘la “réalité” ne doit naturellement être entendue quantitativement.’18, x  

 Such an approach that engages with a statistical mind-set fits within a more general 

‘epistemological break with traditional notions of determinism’19 in the earlier days of 

cinema, which Mary Ann Doane analyses at length in a chapter on “Temporal Irreversibility 

and the Logic of Statistics” in The Emergence of Cinematic Time (2002): ‘classical cinema,’ 

she writes, ‘aligns itself with the logic of statistics as a way of measuring and hence mapping 

chance events, contingency.’20 Like Schrödinger, Bazin appears to reject this probabilistic 

logic that informs classical cinema as ‘the exemplar of temporal irreversibility, as the most 

effective means of clarifying the idea of an “arrow of time”.’21 As Doane points out, the 

connection between quantitative accumulation and modern technology can be found, for 

instance, in Walter Benjamin’s seminal essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction” (1936), as he writes that:  

[…] to pry an object from its shell, to destroy its aura, is the mark of a perception 
whose “sense of the universal equality of things” has increased to such a degree that it 
extracts it even from a unique object by means of reproduction. Thus is manifested in 
the field of perception what in the theoretical sphere is noticeable in the increasing 
importance of statistics.22 

                                                
17 Bazin, André (1949). “Mort tous les après-midi.” Qu’est-ce que le cinema? Vol. 1: Ontologie et 

langage. Paris: Éditions du Cerf (1958): p. 69  

18 Bazin, “Le Réalisme cinématographique,” p. 69  

19 Doane, Mary Ann. The Emergence of Cinematic Time: Modernity, Contingency, the Archive. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press (2003): p. 112 

20 Ibid., p. 139 

21 Ibid., p. 117  

As I will argue in the following pages, Bazin’s view of authenticity in film provides a 
particular take on the concept of irreversibility (cf. infra, 2.3 Cinematic Specificity: “the 
eternal dead-again of cinema”), as it ties in with the idea of an arrow of time through his 
notion of “integral realism.” More specifically, it provides us with an innovative answer to 
Zeno’s infamous paradoxes, which Doane in another chapter considers constitutive of the 
emergence of cinematic time, and to which I will turn subsequently (cf. infra, 2.4 Integral 
Realism: Reality and Cinema “Ultimately Equal”).  

22 Walter Benjamin (1936), cited in Ibid., p. 130 
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From this perspective, then, mechanical reproduction, Doane argues, ‘robs the object of its 

uniqueness and permanence [as] technical reproduction reduces all things to a common 

denominator.’23 In a comparable manner,24 Bazin argues that repeating the event would 

efface its essence, especially if it involves imminent danger such as a death threat. But the 

paradox of authenticity does not stop there, I will argue, since it is only on screen that this 

qualitative moment can be repeated eternally, amounting to Bazin’s ironic adaptation of the 

medium essentialist notion of “cinematic specificity.” 

 

  

                                                
23 Ibid.  

24 On resonances of Benjamin in Bazin, see for instance Monica Dall’Asta’s “Beyond the Image in 
Benjamin and Bazin: The Aura of the Event.” (In: Opening Bazin: Postwar Film Theory and 
Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. New York: Oxford 
University Press (2011): pp. 57-65), in which she suggests Bazin’s prohibition of montage 
to formulate an answer to Benjamin’s “Work of Art” essay. Especially relevant in the 
context of the “ontological equality” of events on screen, is her discussion of Jean Epstein’s 
notion of photogénie in relation to both Bazin and Benjamin’s views on montage in film 
(pp. 59-61), to which I will turn later on (cf. infra, 2.4.1 No moment suprême: Bazin 
Opposes Ellipsis (and Photogénie)).  



Today, Icarus 

69 

2.2 Montage prohibited? CGI and the Dummy of Danger 

 

 In his famed essay “Montage interdit” from 1953-1957, Bazin generally rules out 

montage when it would mean the annihilation of danger. As I will maintain, his views on 

documentary authenticity and cinematic specificity directly relate to his notorious 

condemnation of cinematic montage, in which he argues that, rather than entirely dismissing 

montage as anti-cinematic, ‘[…] il est des cas où, loin de constituer l’essence du cinéma, le 

montage en est la négation.’25, xi In this manner, “Montage interdit” is not a categorical 

dismissal of the cinematic possibilities montage; rather, his ban on editing shows itself to be 

an ironic rhetorical play on qualitative specificity within the context of his larger dismissal of 

medium specificity, of which the theories of montage were in Bazin’s days among the most 

essentialist.  

 In his deepening of what appears to be Bazin’s one and only aesthetic commandment, 

French film critic Serge Daney (1944-1992) indeed describes editing as a correlation of risk, 

in an essay from 1972 entitled “L’Écran du fantasme (Bazin et les bêtes):”  

We can see that what justifies the prohibition of editing is […] the nature of what is 
being filmed, the status of the protagonists (in this case men and animals) who are 
forced to share the screen, sometimes at the risk of their lives. The ban on editing is a 
function of this risk.26 

 
Daney further develops the paradox of irreversibility on screen in qualitative terms, as it risks 

being effaced by quantitative repetition. The same principle, we have seen, guides the 

authenticity argument of an invisible shark on screen, thereby running the risk that the film 

itself ceases to exist: ‘Kon-Tiki est le plus beau des films mais il n’existe pas. […] les images 

qu’on nous propose sont le vestige d’une oeuvre virtuelle dont on ose à peine rêver.’27, xii And 

just as the photograph of the shark could be the negation of danger, so too can montage (not 

                                                
25 Bazin, André (1953-1957). “Montage interdit.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf 

(2008): p. 59  

26 Daney, Serge (1972). “The Screen of Fantasy (Bazin and Animals).” Trans. Mark A. Cohen. In: 
Rites of Realism: Essays on Corporeal Cinema. Ed. Ivone Margulies. Durham: Duke 
University Press (2002): pp. 32-33  

27 Bazin, “Le Cinéma et l’exploration,” p. 31 



Cinema Is the Art of Reality 
 

 
70 

always, but in specific cases) be the negation of cinema. But if the question of documentary 

authenticity involves minimizing the camera’s influence on the event, the inevitable 

consequence of this would be the effacement of cinema itself. Conversely, Bazin proposes, 

for instance, Man of Aran (Robert J. Flaherty, 1934), a fictional documentary of everyday 

struggles on the western coast of the Aran Islands, where at one point we clearly see a shark 

for an extended period of time, soothing right beneath the water surface (Fig. 5-6): in this 

case, “cinematographic splendour [la splendeur photographique]” rids the shark from its 

essential features. In the context of sharks, Bazin then introduces what he terms an “insoluble 

dilemma [un insoluble dilemme]”28 between reality and its abstraction on screen: what can 

the camera capture from the event without destroying its essence? But also: if cinema cannot 

be more than an extraction from reality, then why bother making films at all? 

 

   

 

  

                                                
28 Ibid., p. 32 

Fig. 5-6 Composition of clear shots of a shark in Man of Aran 
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2.3 Cinematic Specificity: “the eternal dead-again of cinema”  

 

 The fact that Bazin’s views on documentary authenticity articulate so clearly in the 

analysis of a shark-attack is no coincidence, since animals, preferably dangerous ones, are 

precisely those “ontological others” that ‘can nudge us to rethink his core cinematic vision,’29 

and in other cases, Guinea pigs of which cinema demands the ultimate sacrifice for reality: 

death as the final and unrepeatable event proves, for Bazin as well as for Schrödinger, the 

singularity of the event. Such specificity of the event becomes for Bazin the death drive of 

cinema, which results in his oxymoronic statement of “cinematic specificity:”  

Or la mort est un des rares événements, cher à Claude Mauriac, de spécificité 
cinématographique. Art du temps, le cinéma a le privilège exorbitant de le répéter. 
[…] [L]e cinéma n’atteint ou ne construit son temps esthétique qu’à partir du temps 
vécu, de la “durée” bergsonienne, irréversible et qualitative pas essence. […] Je ne 
puis répéter un seul instant de ma vie, mais l’un quelconque de ces instants le cinéma 
peut le répéter indéfiniment devant moi. […] La mort est pour l’être le moment 
unique par excellence. C’est par rapport à lui que se définit rétroactivement le temps 
qualitatif de la vie. Il marque la frontière de la durée consciente et du temps objectif 
des choses. La mort n’est qu’un instant après un autre, mais c’est le dernier.30, xiii 

 

Rather than engaging in the intended essentialist mind-set of Mauriac’s “cinematic 

specificity,” Angela Dalle Vacche suggests that Bazin instead was more affiliated with 

Gabriel Marcel’s notion of “ontological exigency,” from which she argues that ‘[i]t is in the 

margins of the unknown that photography and the cinema explore and expose in ways no 

other medium, craft, digital imaging, or art form can even begin to match.’31  

                                                
29 Jeong, Seung-Hoon. “Animals: An Adventure in Bazin’s Ontology.” In: Opening Bazin: 

Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. 
New York: Oxford University Press (2011): p. 177 

30 Bazin, “Mort tous les après-midi,” p. 68 

31 Dalle Vacche, Angela. “The Difference of Cinema in the System of the Arts.” In: Opening 
Bazin: Postwar Film theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-
Laurencin. New York: Oxford University Press (2011): p. 150 

For a detailed analysis of Bazin’s affinity with Marcel on the cross-influence between cinema 
and other arts, cf. infra, 5.2.1 Debates on Contemporary Art: Bazin, Marcel and 
Portmann 
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In Bazin’s days, medium specificity was a commonly accepted way of thinking about 

the objective nature of cinema. However, this framework is fundamentally alien to his 

understanding of film history: even in his essay on photographic ontology, which has most 

commonly been associated with the notion of medium specificity, Bazin refrains from 

adopting such prescriptive framework.32 His explicit reference to Mauriac in this particular 

case therefore suggests that he uses this framework to his own advantage: rather than 

concerning himself primarily with the specificity of photography, a theory which would lead 

to a priori accepting the authenticity of any filmed event, he instead clearly valorises the 

specificity of reality. In so doing, he implicitly supports his argument of cinema as the art of 

reality, rather than that of the image or technology. Thus, by alluding to Mauriac’s 

essentialist view, Bazin here cleverly morphs an argument concerned with medium 

essentialism into his own valorisation of the specificity of the event and cinema’s 

fundamental capacity to repeat irreversibility: ‘Morts sans requiem, éternels re-morts du 

cinéma!33, xiv From this filmic specificity, which draws cinema to the point of its own 

annihilation, Daney develops the idea of a “trip switch” of cinema: ‘[…] Bazin indicates the 

exact spot where the cinema he would not dare dream of becomes a reality and then annuls 

itself, becomes itself the impossible. This is a limit that is not so distant, whose simple 

possibility valorises the most banal image: the risk of death for the cameraman, of 

impossibility for the film: “occupational hazards.”’34 As he writes, citing Bazin:  

Although the filmmaker sometimes risks death, it can also happen that he may film it 
without risk or even provoke it by means of his simple presence. The exorbitant 
power of the camera. You can die just to save face. This is what happened with 
Valentin, the birdman (in Paris 1900):  

 ‘This is how it is in this prodigious bird man scene where the poor fool is 
obviously getting frightened and has finally realized that the bet was idiotic. But the 
camera is there to capture him for eternity, and he dare not disappoint its soulless eye. 
If there had been human witnesses, a wise cowardice would certainly have won out 
(Bazin, 1947).’35  
 

                                                
32 Ibid.  

33 Bazin, “Morts tous les après-midi,” p. 70 

34 Daney, “The Screen of Fantasy,” p. 37 

35 Ibid., p. 39 
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The death drive of cinema thus functions in two directions that either way involve a certain 

loss or gain in reality: either the cameraman risks his or her life, or the camera is itself 

responsible for causing a coward to jump to his death.36 Death then becomes the ultimate 

moment, fundamentally irreversible and irreproducible, when cinema shows its morbid 

specificity by means of a sacrificial death.  

 

  

                                                
36 For the original footage of Franz Reichelt’s fatal jump off the Eiffel tower on 4 February 1912 in 

his attempt to test his so-called “flying tailor,” see: “Death Jump - Eiffel Tower 1912.” 
British Pathé. [Accessed 28/05.2014] <http://www.britishpathe.com/video/death-jump-
eiffel-tower/query/reichelt> 
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2.4 Integral Realism: Reality and Cinema “Ultimately Equal” 

“La réalité n’est pas l’art, mais un art “réaliste” est celui qui sait créer 
une esthétique intégrante de la réalité.”37, xv 

 

If the prohibition of montage is first and foremost aimed at countering essentialist 

theories of film, and bearing in mind Bazin’s application of the existentialist maxim 

“existence precedes essence” in this context, then his assertion that the film “does not exist” 

is rather problematic, to say the least. In “Montage interdit,” however, Bazin offers a way out 

of this impossibility of film by introducing a “threshold of trickery” where the myth, which is 

cinema, both integrates and substitutes for reality:  

[…] si ce que montre et signifie l’écran avait dû être vrai, effectivement réalisé devant 
la caméra, le film cesserait d’exister, car il cesserait du même coup d’être un mythe. 
C’est la frange de truquage, la marque de subterfuge nécessaire à la logique du récit 
qui permet à l’imaginaire, à la fois d’intégrer la réalité et de s’y substituer.38, xvi 

 

This simultaneous integration of and substitution for reality should be taken quite seriously, 

as it provides a reformulation of “integral realism,” which is the guiding principle of the myth 

of total cinema. In what follows, I hope to demonstrate the ways in which Bazin overrides 

this insoluble dilemma between image and reality by seeing them in a Newtonian sense as 

“ultimately equal.” By analysing in Bazin’s writing as well as Daney’s interpretation of Bazin 

a series of mathematical and philosophical references, such as the ellipsis/ellipse, the 

asymptote and quantitative measurements versus qualitative leaps, I will argue that Bazin’s 

proposition for “integral realism” is to be understood, not in the sense of a complete 

substitution or total illusion of reality, but rather in mathematical terms as an integral 

calculus: an approximation and measure of reality.  

 

                                                
37 Bazin, André (1948). “William Wyler ou le janséniste de la mise en scène.” Qu’est-ce que le 

cinema? Vol. 1: Ontologie et langage. Paris: Éditions du Cerf (1958): p. 155 

38 Bazin, “Montage interdit,” pp. 55-56 
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2.4.1 No moment suprême: Bazin Opposes Ellipsis (and Photogénie) 

 Bazin’s solution for the dilemma between image and reality lies in his firm 

acknowledgement of the ontological equality of instants, in reality as well as on screen. This 

view, both canonical and highly original, comes to the foreground in Bazin’s praise of Italian 

neo-realism, which he considered a “great post-war cinematographic event [un grand 

événement cinématographique d’après guerre],” because it provided a victorious new 

solution to aesthetic conflicts39 in its creation of a new kind of image, i.e. the image-fait:  

[…] fragment de réalité brute, en lui-même multiple et équivoque, dont le “sens” se 
dégage seulement a posteriori grâce à d'autres “faits” entre lesquels l'esprit établit des 
rapports. Sans doute le metteur en scène a bien choisi ces “faits,” mais en respectant 
leur intégrité de “fait.” […] Mais la nature de "l'image-fait" n'est pas seulement 
d'entretenir avec d'autres "images-faits" des rapports inventés par l'esprit. Ce sont là 
en quelque sorte les propriétés centrifuges de l'image, celles qui permettent de 
constituer le récit. Considérée en elle-même, chaque image n'étant qu'un fragment de 
réalité antérieur au sens, toute la surface de l'écran doit présenter une égale densité 
concrète.40, xvii 

 

The premise of ontological equality of instants prevents him from adopting theories of film 

that claim cinema to be either more or less than reality. As I will argue, within the context of 

medium specificity, Bazin’s notion of image-fait opposes the former view as crystallized in 

the silent film theorist Jean Epstein’s (1897-1953) concept of photogénie, while the latter 

solidifies in the critic and filmmaker Roger Leenhardt’s (1903-1985) assertion of cinema as 

the art of ellipsis. In both cases, Bazin’s notion of integral realism supports the existentialist 

rather than essentialist view on film.  

 Bazin’s implicit criticism of unequal treatments of moments in the context of medium 

essentialism becomes most apparent in a passage in Daney’s reading of the prohibition of 

montage, in which he concerns himself with a “way out” of this trip switch of an impossible 

cinema:  

In “classic” cinema, transformation as the result of a quantitative accumulation 
without a qualitative leap, as a new state always given but never produced, is 
resolved or rather it does not get resolved. 

- Either there is no transformation 
                                                

39 Bazin, “Le Réalisme cinématographique,” pp. 58-59 

40 Ibid., pp. 79-80  
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- Or it occurs as a teleological coup. 
[…] Representation is no longer the condition for a good exfoliation of the story but 
a sort of travesty that can say nothing about the nature of things, about their 
heterogeneity or the laws of their mutations.41 

 
Daney conceives classical representation in cinema as a travesty, a distorted reproduction 

which effaces the true nature of the event, and stresses in a remarkably Kierkegaardian 

fashion42, (xviii) the importance of a “qualitative leap” over “quantitative accumulation:” that 

which makes something happen, is the leap from possibility into actuality. Beyond the 

implicit references to statistics, as seen previously with Benjamin, and accordingly the 

outspoken preference of the qualitative instant over quantitative probability, which supports 

Bazin’s authenticity-argument, Daney here extracts a twofold criticism that is contained in 

Bazin’s ironic affirmation of cinematic specificity. Essentially, both options relate to a 

different understanding of cinematic specificity, either viewing film as an abstract (option 1) 

or a surplus (option 2) of reality. In order to set the ground for a novel understanding of 

“integral realism,” I will discuss both these points as crystallized in terms of the ellipsis and 

photogénie respectively, against which Bazin then opposes the “image-fait.”  

 Daney’s first point of criticism in classical narration, namely that nothing ever 

happens, resonates with the age-old philosophical paradox of motion stipulated by the pre-

Socratic philosopher Zeno of Elea (490-430 BC), who derived from an infinitesimal division 

of distance that motion itself is impossible: Achilles will never surpass the tortoise and the 

arrow is in fact motionless. In The Emergence of Cinematic Time, Doane argues that ‘Zeno’s 

fallacy finds its technological embodiment in the cinema - in its spatialization of time, its 

                                                
41 Daney, “The Screen of Fantasy,” pp. 39-40 

42 In his Concluding Unscientific Postscript (1846), Danish philosopher and theologian Søren 
Kierkegaard maintains that transformation from one state to another happens only by means 
of a qualitative leap, and that those two states cannot exist simultaneously. The qualitative 
leap of faith relates to Kierkegaard’s view on the accidental nature of historical events, 
where possibility turns into actuality: ‘The whole point of the historical, for Kierkegaard, is 
that it constitutes the realm of "becoming" that makes intelligible the movement from 
possibility to actuality, a movement that remains impossible within the realm of necessity.’ 
(see: Michalson, G. E. “Lessing, Kierkegaard, and the ‘Ugly Ditch:’ A Reexamination.” The 
Journal of Religion, Vol. 59, No. 3 (July 1979): p. 330). Bazin, from his side, indeed 
implicitly takes on this dynamic in his discussion of cinematic montage: ‘[…] on pourra 
remarquer à fort juste titre que si Ballon Rouge ne doit rien essentiellement au montage, il y 
recourt accidentellement [original emphasis]’ (Bazin, “Montage interdit,” p. 55). 
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investment in the reality of instants.’43 Doane posits two main interpretations of the paradox 

in relation to film theory: from his side, Henri Bergson, phenomenologist philosopher of 

duration, upheld that ‘movement slips through the interval’44 and that therefore cinema can 

only give an illusion of movement, while Epstein, who dispersedly references Zeno’s paradox 

in his writing, argues altogether that cinema ultimately shows Zeno’s false reasoning to be 

accurate: a succession of still images creates movement through flickering light.45, (xix) In this 

manner, Epstein solves what he calls the “insoluble problem [le problème insoluble],” the 

“irreconcilable contradiction [la contradiction inconciliable],” which Bergson upholds, by 

asserting that continuity and discontinuity, movement and interruption, are not incompatible, 

but rather ‘deux modes d’irréalité facilement interchangeables.’46, xx  

 In his quest for the essence of cinema, which he saw crystallized in the close-up as 

“the soul of cinema [l’âme du cinéma],”47 Epstein radically sought for a surplus of reality on 

screen, which he conceptualized in his notion of photogénie:  

J’appellerai photogénique tout aspect des choses, des êtres et des âmes qui accroît sa 
qualité morale par la reproduction cinématographique. Et tout aspect qui n’est pas 
majoré par la reproduction cinématographique n’est pas photogénique, ne fait pas 
partie de l’art cinématographique.48, xxi 

 

                                                
43 Doane, Cinematic Time, p. 174 

44 Ibid.  

45 On numerous occasions, Epstein references Zeno’s paradox: for instance, in “Intelligence d’une 
machine” (1946): ‘On casse un carreau de verre, on en dénombre les débris et on déclare: 
cette vitre ce composait de quatre morceaux triangulaires, de deux morceaux 
quadrangulaires, de six morceaux pentagonaux, etc. Tel est le modèle du faux raisonnement 
de toute atomistique, fort semblable d’ailleurs au raisonnement de Zénon’ (In: Écrits sur le 
cinéma 1921-1953. Vol 1. Ed. Pierre Lherminier. Paris: Éditions Saghers (1974): p. 264). 
And again: ‘[…] le cinématographe apparait comme une mécanique mystérieusement 
destinée à l’expertise de la fausse justesse du fameux raisonnement de Zénon sur la flèche, à 
l’analyse de cette subtile métamorphose du repos en mobilité, du lacunaire en plein, du 
continu en discontinu, transformation qui stupéfie autant que la génération du vivant à partir 
de l’inanimé’ (Ibid., p. 260).  

46 Epstein, “Intelligence d’une machine.” p. 281  

47 Epstein, Jean (1926). “Le cinématographe vu de l’Etna.” In: Écrits sur le cinéma 1921-1953. Vol 
1. Ed. Pierre Lherminier. Paris: Éditions Saghers (1974): p. 137 

48 Epstein, Jean (1921). “Bonjour cinéma.” In: Écrits sur le cinéma 1921-1953. Vol 1. Ed. Pierre 
Lherminier. Paris: Éditions Saghers (1974): p. 93  
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Epstein’s photogénie could not be further removed from Bazin’s image-fait; in fact, it appears 

to me as though Bazin developed his argument with Epstein’s film theory in the back of his 

mind. In an analysis of Paisà (Roberto Rossellini, 1946), Bazin indeed opposes the image-fait 

to the shot and the close-up, in which Epstein had found the essence of film:  

L’unité du récit cinématographique dans Paisà n’est pas le “plan,” point de vue 
abstrait sur la réalité, mais le “fait.” […] Dans Paisà (et je rappelle que j’entends par 
là, à des degrés divers, la plupart des films italiens), le gros plan du bouton de porte 
serait remplacé par “l’image-fait” d’une porte dont toutes les caractéristiques 
concrètes seraient également apparentes.49, xxii 

 

Bazin’s dissatisfaction with the close-up as a tool in cinematographic narrative as well as 

Epstein’s essentialist notion of photogénie reflects Daney’s second point of criticism, the 

“teleological coup:” an unequal organization of events that cannot convey the concrete 

density of reality on screen.   

 But the teleological critique in Daney’s phrasing suggests yet another, intrinsically 

related approach to film which Bazin appears to oppose, namely that in the process of 

abstraction, cinema itself  “slips through the interval.” Following Leenhardt, who shared 

many ideas on realism with Bazin,50 this interplay, which borders on the inexistence of 

cinema itself, is often referred to as the “elliptical” nature of film:  

When Leenhardt claims that the primary figure of cinema is the ellipsis not the 
metaphor, he is insisting that cinema is not a symbol system substituting one set of 
signs for another (as classic film aesthetics believed), but an always partial view of 
something significant that tries to appear through it.51 
 

In his views on documentary authenticity epitomized by the shark attack, Bazin comes close 

to affirming Leenhardt’s claims, and indeed Andrew argues that ‘[ellipsis] stands as the key 

technique necessary for the very operation of the documentaire, that genre of film he 

                                                
49 Bazin, “Le Réalisme cinématographique,” pp. 79-80 

50 Bazin and Leenhardt both uphold a counter-determinist view on film history following the 
advent of the talking film, which would become so prevalent both in Bazin’s proclamation 
of realism and his prohibition of montage. As Andrew writes in “A Film Aesthetic to 
Discover” (2007), ‘For both men, the existence of sound changed the essence of cinema 
[original emphasis]’ (Andrew, Dudley. “A Film Aesthetic to Discover.” Cinémas: Journal 
of Film Studies, Vol. 17, No. 2-3 (2007): p. 57).   

51 Andrew, Dudley. André Bazin. New York: Oxford University Press (2013): p. 25 
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[Leenhardt] was proud to practice.’52 But while Andrew stresses the similarities between their 

assertions of “primordial realism,”53, (xxiii) he nuances this connection when it comes to the 

notion of the ellipsis and argues that Bazin understands it differently.  

[I]t is time that Bazin, following Bergson, treats as pre-existent, time that extends 
before and after the spatial designs that humans construct. His feel for the integrity of 
time explains Bazin’s hesitancy about ellipsis […]. Ellipsis does violence to the 
continuity of nature that the camera respects in its “take.” […] On the one hand, 
ellipsis derives from the condition that keeps us from knowing everything; on the 
other, ellipsis organizes experience to suit our needs and projects; writers and 
filmmakers deploy it systematically for their “plots” as they pare away what they 
deem inessential. Ellipsis is the temporal equivalent of framing. And framing, Bazin 
asserts, can only be provisional in the cinema, a medium sensitive like no other to 
what lies beyond the edges of the screen in the infinite and unknowable volume (and 
continuity) of space-time.54 
 

Here, the narrative abstraction in ellipsis is dismissed as a dramatization of the proportional 

analysis of reality, i.e. the close-up; again, this comes down to Bazin’s notion of image-fait 

which he describes as including ‘les propriétés centrifuges de l’image, celles qui permettent 

de constituer le récit.’55, xxiv By evoking cinema’s “centrifugal properties,” a recurring 

reference to Newtonian physics in Bazin which I will discuss at length later on (cf. infra, 6.1 

Gravity and Buoyancy), Bazin again implicitly rejects Epstein’s essentialist mind-set as it 

rejected not only the universal equality of moments (photogénie) but also the fundamental 

laws of nature which cinema, according to Epstein, destroys:  

La non-contradiction cesse de valoir comme critère de vérité. La flèche de Zénon, qui 
se déplace immobile, ne nous étonne plus. Tout être cumule mouvement et repos, 

                                                
52 Andrew, “A Film Aesthetic to Discover,” p. 58 

53 Ibid., p. 59  

On Leenhardt’s notion of “primordial realism,” see also Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil 
paradoxal, pp. 30-32. While Joubert-Laurencin maintains that ‘[…] Bazin transférera 
complètement ce qui est encore, chez Leenhardt, une description stylistique fondée sur 
l’analogie littéraire, du côté de la définition théorique de machinisme cinématographique’ 
(p. 31), I hope to demonstrate that Bazin radically distances himself from Leenhardt’s 
literary trope, and instead seeks in natural sciences, in particular the work of Isaac Newton, a 
proper framework for his argument of cinema as the art of reality.  

54 Andrew, Dudley. “Malraux, Benjamin, Bazin.” In: Film, Art, New Media: Museum without 
Walls? Ed. Angela Dalle Vacche. New York: Palgrave Macmillan (2012): p. 128 

55 Bazin,“Le Réalisme cinématographique,” p. 80 
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petitesse et immensité, selon les conventions d’espace-temps, dans lesquelles 
l’objectif arbitrairement le situe. Si le névropathe Pascal avait vu quelques films, il 
aurai dû chercher un autre support à son angoisse que la différence de dimensions 
entre le ciron et l’homme; différence que le cinéma peut annuler ou inverser à sa 
guise, comme la plus banale des illusions optiques.56, xxv 

 

Unlike Epstein’s approach, which stresses the difference between cinema and reality, Bazin’s 

entire ontological project, his view of cinema as the art of reality, is firmly embedded in an 

acknowledgement of its off-screen origins, and reaffirms rather than rejects the pascalian 

“double infinity,” which views the universe as ‘[…] an infinite sphere, the centre of which is 

everywhere, the circumference nowhere.’57 In this manner, Bazin’s rejection of both 

photogénie and ellipsis gives way to his centrifugal understanding of l’image-fait. 

Accordingly, as I will demonstrate now, Bazin’s notion of “integral realism” adheres to the 

laws of nature, and occasionally borrows from the calculus, as it was stipulated by Isaac 

Newton in Lemma II of his ground-breaking mathematical work, the Philosophiæ Naturalis 

Principia Mathematica (1687).58  

 

2.4.2 Bazin on Umberto D: Reformulating the Pregnant Instant  

 In order to fully grasp Daney’s criticism in the context of the discussion on montage 

and cinematic specificity, it is important to recognize in it the subtle references to parts of the 

essay on Umberto D (Vittorio De Sica, 1952), often considered the purest expression of 

Italian neo-realism. In his analysis, Bazin praises Cesare Zavattini’s scenario for following 

                                                
56 Epstein, Jean (1947). “La Logique des images.” In: Écrits sur le cinéma 1921-1953. Vol 2. Ed. 

Pierre Lherminier. Paris: Éditions Saghers (1975): p. 32 

57 Pascal, Blaise (1670). Pascal’s Pensées. Trans.W.F. Trotter. New York: E.P. Dutton & Co. 
(1958):  p. 16-17  

58 Though Newton had already started developing the calculus in Methods of Fluxions (1671), it 
remains historically unclear whether Newton ultimately was its sole and independent 
inventor, or whether the final and complete publication of his methods in 1704 had been 
circumstantially influenced by Gottfried Leibniz, who had started working on a similar 
method in 1674 which he then published before Newton’s completed work on the calculus. 
Essentially, this quarrel is irrelevant for the current debate on integral realism, but since 
Bazin also points at Newtonian physics when he declares the screen as centrifugal and 
fundamentally opposed to the centripetal frame of painting, it is fair to assume that here, too, 
Bazin finds in Newton a fitting framework to develop his views on film.  
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precisely the opposite of ellipsis, which he denounces as a ‘conclusion pathétique d’un 

enchaînement dramatique d’événement:’59, xxvi the “teleological coup” in Daney’s 

formulation. He puts this in plain words:  

Le cinéma se fait ici tout le contraire de cet “art de l’ellipse” auquel on se plaît trop 
facilement à le croire voué. L’ellipse est un processus de récit logique et donc 
abstrait, elle suppose l’analyse et le choix, elle organise les faits selon le sens 
dramatique auquel ils doivent se soumettre.60, xxvii 

 

Bazin here radically rejects Leenhardt’s elliptical approach to a narrative structure: this would 

imply a considerate selection of events, in which seemingly irrelevant or meaningless 

moments are eliminated to emphasize others that weigh more on the course of events.61 

Instead, I will argue, Bazin uses the double meaning of l’ellipse in French, both referring to 

the stylistic figure as well as the geometrical concept of the conic section, to make a subtle 

but consequential change of paradigm from linguistics to analytical mathematics. As Andrew 

already suggested, in its temporal abstraction the stylistic figure of an ellipsis, the cut, in 

some way relates to that “infinite and unknowable volume” of the three-dimensional volume, 

by which Bergson conceives his famed spatialization of lived time in Matter and Memory 

(1896). Ultimately, the discussion of montage, then, brings us to the heart of the insoluble 

dilemma between continuous reality and its abstraction; a dilemma that Bergson maintains, 

cinema is less, and Epstein dissolves, cinema is more.  

 From his side, Bazin answers to the dilemma without having to reject neither reality 

nor the image, by means of a method that, to use Bazin’s formulation, allows ‘à la fois 

d’intégrer la réalité et de s’y substituer.’62, xxviii The bridge he builds, I argue, between image 

and reality is essentially similar to the one Newton lays between the continuous curve and its 

infinite approximation in discrete units, which he establishes in the fundamental theorem of 
                                                

59 Bazin, André (1952). “Un grand œuvre: Umberto D.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions 
du Cerf  (2008): p. 332 

60 Bazin, “Umberto D,” p. 334 

61 As Jean-François Chevrier points out in “The Reality of Hallucination in André Bazin,” Bazin 
himself in fact makes a mistake in his argument and conflates two kitchen scenes into one, 
which he would in 1953 uphold, rather ironically, as anti-elliptical (In: Opening Bazin: 
Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. 
New York: Oxford University Press (2011): p. 48).  

62 Bazin, “Montage interdit,” p. 56 
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the calculus. Newton originally developed the calculus as a method to enable calculating a 

curvilinear volume by dividing it into discrete, measurable units (Fig. 7), and in so doing he 

provided an ingenious countermand to the age-old paradox of Achilles and the tortoise. 

Lemma II of his Principia explains the basic reasoning supporting the first theorem of 

integral calculus: 

 

If any figure AacE, comprehended by the straight lines Aa and AE 
and the curve acE, any number of parallelograms […] are 
inscribed upon equal bases […]: if then the width of these 
parallelograms is diminished, and their number increased 
indefinitely, I can say that the ultimate ratios which the inscribed 
figure AKbLcMdD, the circumscribed figure AalbmcndoE, the 
curvilinear figure AabcdE have to one another are ratios of 
equality. […]  
[T]he inscribed figure and circumscribed figure and, all the more, 
the intermediate curvilinear figure become ultimately equal to each 
other.63 

 
 

By dividing the curvilinear space into a number of parallelograms, and the more this number 

reaches infinity, the sum of these discrete units will ultimately equal the space enclosed by a 

continuous curve. Similarly, I will argue, Bazin’s notion of “integral realism,” as put forth in 

his myth of total cinema, postulates that cinema can be ultimately equal to reality; the ever-

increasing frame-rates in contemporary film, even the perfecting resolutions of digital cinema 

transferred into a thickening pixelation, can be said to proceed from this Newtonian logic, 

which Bazin is the first to apply to film in his praise of Italian neo-realism.  

 In the essay on Umberto D specifically, Bazin takes up the Newtonian framework as 

he sees the narrative development alongside reality as a succession of “concrete instances” 

which are all “ontologically equal:”  

Si, prenant quelque hauteur sur l’histoire, on y peut encore distinguer une géographie 
dramatique, une évolution générale des personnages, une certaine convergence des 
événements, ce n’est qu’a posteriori. Mais l’unité de récit du film n’est pas l’épisode, 

                                                
63 Newton, Isaac (1687). The Principia: Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy. Trans.  

Bernard Cohen, Anne Whitman and Julia Budenz. Berkeley: University of California Press 
(1999): p. 433 

Fig. 7 Newton’s calculus, “ultimately equal” 
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l’événement, le coup de théâtre, le caractère des protagonistes, elle est la succession 
des instants concrets de la vie, dont aucun ne peut être dit plus important que l’autre: 
leur égalité ontologique détruisant à son principe même la catégorie dramatique [my 
emphasis].64, xxix 

 

He further develops the implicit interest in the calculus most clearly in his remarkable 

analysis of the wake-up scene in Umberto D:   

[…] De Sica et Zavattini cherchent au contraire à diviser l’événement en événements 
plus petits encore, jusqu’à la limite de notre sensibilité à la durée. Ainsi, l’unité-
événement dans un film classique serait le “lever de la bonne:” deux ou trois plans 
brefs suffiraient à la signifier. A cette unité de récit, De Sica substitue une suite 
d’événements plus petits: le réveil, la traversée du couloir, l’innondation des fourmis, 
etc. Mais observons encore l’un d’eux. Le fait de moudre le café, nous le voyons se 
diviser à son tour en une série de moments autonomes comme par exemple la 
fermeture de la porte du bout du pied tendu. La caméra suivant, en se rapprochant, le 
mouvement de la jambe, c’est le tâtonnement des orteils contre le bois qui devient 
finalement l’objet de l’image.65, xxx 

 

If one were to follow either the elliptical or photogenic logic, perhaps a close-up of Maria’s 

hand on her belly might have sufficed, but instead the scene develops through a series of both 

temporally and spatially infinitesimal units: from the bedroom, through the hallway, into the 

kitchen, the matches, the ants and the water, the chair, the door, her foot, her toe (Fig. 8-13).  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
64 Bazin, “Umberto D,” p. 333 

65 Ibid. 
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 By now we know of Maria’s pregnancy, and yet everything appears to follow her 

everyday routine. This idea is reinforced when Maria first tells Umberto D. of her secret:  

Maria: Have you seen all the ants? Mr. Umberto, can you see anything? 

Umberto D.: No, nothing. 
M.: You can, a little. Did you know I’m pregnant?  

U.D. : My god! And you just say it like that? 
M.: How do you want me to say it? 

 

Fig. 8-13 Morning routine, a division of instants. 
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The revelation of Maria’s pregnancy becomes no more than the ants on the wall, which are, 

by the same token, of no lesser importance than the heavy memory of wartime. In his analysis 

of this sequence, Jean-François Chevrier points out that during WWII, Zavattini had 

compared the overwhelming sight of war spreading with an ant-infested kitchen: ‘War seems 

more formidable when you aren’t in the middle of one. Ants have overrun a wall in the 

kitchen; they march along in a way that reveals their certainty that I won’t discover their nest 

[…].’66 While Chevrier sees the close-up of the ants in the sink as relating to Epstein’s 

photogénie, I believe that, given the explicit references to limits and infinities in Bazin’s 

analysis, De Sica’s usage of close-ups is better served by the notion of image-fait, which 

opposes Epstein’s unequal treatment of moments as well as his rejection of the double 

infinity.  

 Just as death on screen, which is ‘qu’un instant après un autre,’ best illustrates 

Bazin’s notion of cinematic specificity because ‘c’est le dernier,’67, xxxi so too does its 

opposite, pregnancy, follow the rule of ontological equality. In this manner, the essay on 

Umberto D offers itself as an original take on what Jacques Aumont, following German 

philosopher and art critic Gotthold Lessing, discusses in terms of a “pregnant instant:”  

Le peintre, dont les moyens sont déployés dans l’espace, n’a pas besoin de s’occuper 
du temps, mais du choix d’un instant, du prélèvement habile, à l’intérieur de 
l’événement qu’il veut représenter, de l’instant meilleur, le plus significatif, le plus 
typique, le plus pregnant (n’oublions pas que “prégnant” veut dire “gros;” ce n’est 
pas pour rien qu’en anglais, “pregnancy,” c’est la grossesse).68, xxxii 

 

The “pregnant instant” in art history stands precisely for the prevalence of one moment over 

any other; we can see clearly that the photogenic moment would appear too centripetal and 

painterly for Bazin. Moreover, Aumont remarks that this instant ‘n’existe pas dans le réel,’69, 

xxxiii when he describes it, following a rather familiar train of thought, as an oxymoron: ‘On 

ne peut marier l’instantanéité et la prégnance, l’authenticité de l’événement et sa charge 

                                                
66 Cesare Zavattini cited in Chevrier, “The Reality of Hallucination in André Bazin,” p. 51 

67 Bazin, “Mort tous les après-midi,” p. 68 

68 Aumont, Jacques. L’Œil interminable: cinéma et peinture. Paris: Librairie Siguier (1989): pp. 
75-76 

69 Ibid., p. 76 
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signifiante, qu’au prix d’une tricherie.’70, xxxiv Similarly, Bazin takes precisely the scene from 

Umberto D that reveals the pregnancy as a challenge to the conventional “unité-événement” 

of classical narration.  

 This is, I would argue, an important point in Bazin’s view on cinema and its relation 

to reality: because, of course, pregnancy, like death, is itself a life-changing event, but mostly 

because, unlike the finality of death, it announces a beginning, the analysis of Umberto D 

ultimately makes a strong case for the existence of film, conform to “the laws of mutations” 

that frame Daney’s reading of Bazin. In this manner, Bazin understood Italian post-war 

cinema to be a new realism, in which ‘la nécessité du récit est plus biologique que 

dramatique. Il bourgeonne et pousse avec la vraisemblance et la liberté de la vie.’71, xxxv 

 

2.4.3 The Asymptote of Reality: Reality ≃ Cinema 

 At the end of his essay on Umberto D, Bazin himself solidifies the implied 

mathematical mind-set, as he introduces almost conjecturally his oft-cited suggestion of 

cinema as the asymptote of reality:  

Il s’agit sans doute pour De Sica et Zavattini de faire du cinéma l’asymptote de la 
réalité. Mais pour qu’à la limite ce soit la vie elle-même qui se mue en spectacle, 
pour qu’elle soit enfin, dans ce pur miroir, donnée à voir comme poésie. Telle qu’en 
elle-même, enfin, le cinéma la change.72, xxxvi  

 

In analytic geometry, an asymptote is a straight line to which a curve tends at infinity, but 

which it never crosses. From this point of view, an elliptical figure in fact has no asymptote, 

so when Bazin then proposes to consider cinema as the asymptote of reality, the distance he 

takes from Leenhardt’s literary trope is rather radical. Bazin is clear in assigning to cinema 

the role of the asymptote, the straight line, which implies, following the mathematical logic, 

that it is reality which ultimately tends to cinema and that therefore, such as into itself, 

finally, cinema changes reality.  

                                                
70 Ibid. 

71 Bazin,“Le Réalisme cinématographique,” p. 74 

72 Bazin, “Umberto D,” p. 335 
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 The enigmatic closing line to this article is one of many bazinian reformulations, this 

one taken from the symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé’s Le Tombeau d’Edgar Allan Poe 

(1877), which he repeats about eleven times throughout his writing: ‘Tel qu’en lui-même 

enfin l’éternité le change.’73 In this specific instance, Bazin reuses the phrase to conclude a 

discussion on narrative progression without teleological coup, in which cinema shows reality 

as poetic. In an essay entitled “William Wyler, ou le janséniste de la mise en scène,” Bazin 

repeats the poetic potential of integral realism:  

Il est du “cinéma” comme de la poésie. C’est folie que de l’imaginer comme un 
élément isolé qu’on pourrait recueillir sur une lamelle de gélatine et projeter sur 
l’écran au travers d’un appareil grossissant. […] Le cinéma n’est pas je ne sais quelle 
matière indépendante dont il faudrait à tout prix isoler les cristaux. Il est bien plutôt 
un état esthétique de la matière.74, xxxvii 

 

It is not coincidental, then, that in the essay on Wyler, Bazin praises what he calls a “realist 

ethics” as a style without style75, (xxxviii ) against the mannerist style of others (Capra, Ford, 

Lang).76 Bazin here, again, finds a fitting comparison with mathematics, as he concludes that 

‘[l]a pureté ou mieux, à mon sens, le “coéfficient” cinématographique d’un film doit être 

calculé sur l’efficacité du découpage.’77, xxxix From this poetic potential, Joubert-Laurencin 

reads Bazin’s reformulation as recalling his ontological foundation of film as the “mummy 

complex:” 

Quand on se remémore que pour Bazin, dans son article princeps, “le cinéma est la 
momie du changement”, il devient évident que la formule tient lieu ici de théorie: ne 
rien changer (au monde d’avant) pour tout changer (faire un film = changer le 

                                                
73 See Joubert-Laurencin’s analysis of this precise phrase: Le Sommeil paradoxal, pp. 153-158  

74 Bazin, “William Wyler,” p. 172 

75 Bazin, “William Wyler,” p. 150: ‘Le seul moyen d’imiter Wyler serait d’épouser cette sorte 
d’éthique de la mise en scène […] Wyler ne peut avoir d’imitateurs, mais seulement des 
disciples.’  

76 By supporting a certain anti-mannerist aesthetics, Bazin here indirectly aligns himself with the 
Jansenists of Port-Royal (and he does this obviously in the title of his essay), a Christian 
theological mouvement that upheld original sin and divine grace and with which Pascal was 
associated. On Pascal and mannerism, see Tony Gheeraert. “Pascal et les reines de village: 
baroque et maniérisme à Port-Royal.”Etudes epistèmè, No. 9 (2006): pp. 285-305  

77 Bazin, “William Wyler,” p. 67 
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monde) est la maxime du réalisme ontologique dans le moment de sa plus pure 
reformulation de la mimèsis classique.78, xl 

 

Moreover, upon closer examination, the line borrowed from Mallarmé summarizes the 

mathematical metaphors by which Bazin conceives the reality versus image dilemma: cinema 

takes the place of eternity or infinity - the asymptote, which continuous reality (Bergsonian 

durée), taking the place of the poet, approaches.  

 As a tentative answer to the insoluble dilemma between image and reality, embedded 

in Bazin’s reformulation of cinematic specificity, James Tweedie understands the asymptote-

analogy to mean that cinema “brackets off” the flux of reality, and links it to ‘the 

foundational premise of [Alain] Badiou’s system of thought [based on] modernity’s 

“laicization” of the infinite.’79 He writes:  

Film can enclose that infinite expanse momentarily in a frame whose closest physical 
analogies he saw as he window and the mirror - Bazin cycles through these familiar 
comparisons, seemingly unsatisfied with all of them - but whose closest conceptual 
analog may be the provisional brackets of a mathematical set formed under specific 
conditions.80 
 

Yet, Tweedie appears to turn the analogy around, seems to view reality as the asymptote and 

consequently rids cinema of its transformative power: reality turns into spectacle. Instead, as 

I have established, with concepts such as the asymptote, integration and substitution Bazin 

pushes the mathematical analogy beyond the contingency of set theory, against the backdrop 

of infinity and eternity: ∫ rather than […, …]. Rather than initiating a laicization of infinity, 

then, Bazin’s integral realism, like Newton’s calculus, does not solve the dilemma between 

image and reality; it in fact maintains this difference as insoluble and follows, as I will 

propose subsequently, a pascalian reasoning that wagers eternity against finitude.  

  

                                                
78 Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, p. 49 

79 Tweedie, James. “André Bazin’s Bad Taste.” In: Opening Bazin: Postwar Film Theory and Its 
Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. New York: Oxford 
University Press (2011): p. 280 

80 Ibid., p. 280 
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2.5 Bazin’s Wager  

 

 On numerous occasions, Bazin adheres to a paradigm of choice, as his views on 

cinematic realism appear to derive from the conviction that “one cannot have both,” for 

instance, authenticity and figuration: Schrödinger’s cat cannot be both dead and alive. In this 

manner, his discussion of sharks on screen is built around a certain pragmatism, where a gain 

in reality implies the loss of its qualities of resemblance. As such, the hesitating between the 

real shark and a substitute dummy in the film history of sharks perfectly lends itself to the “I 

know, but all the same” paradigm, around which Daney reads Bazin’s prohibition of 

montage:  

Bazin […] always oscillated between “I know it” and “but all the same.” At times, he 
clearly sees the realization of cinema’s essence – aided by technique – in its move 
toward greater and greater realism: this is his famous “gain in reality.” At other times, 
when he is reader to acknowledge his own fantasy, he points out that for every gain in 
reality there is a corresponding “loss of reality” in which abstraction insidiously 
returns.81 
 

Daney extracts on the one hand a “risk function,” i.e. the probable cost associated with 

greater realism, and on the other hand an expected value, a hoped-for gain which is worth the 

cost associated with it. It is no coincidence that Daney constructs the realist argument in 

terms of a wager. In fact, this paradigm of loss and gain pervades Bazin’s thought process to 

such an extent that one could conceive his work on documentary authenticity, cinematic 

specificity and montage altogether as a realist wager. For instance, the wager paradigm 

clearly guides the reversed correlation Daney draws between editing and death, which we 

have seen prefigured in Bazin’s analysis of Reichelt’s fatal jump off the Eiffel tower: an 

“idiotic bet” with the camera that would capture his finitude “for eternity,” but unfortunately 

not for life.  

 In his Pensées, to which Bazin makes frequent reference either explicitly or 

implicitly, Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), French philosopher, physician, inventor and 

mathematician, draws out his renowned wager over the existence of God, which would in 

combination with his mathematical work be seen to have touched upon the foundations of the 

                                                
81 Daney, “Screen of Fantasy,” p. 34 
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calculus and prefigure mathematical probability theory. Pascal first stresses the necessity of 

the wager, and then considers reason alone as unfit to solve the dilemma of the existence of 

God:  

"God is, or He is not." But to which side shall we incline? Reason can decide nothing 
here. There is an infinite chaos which separated us. A game is being played at the 
extremity of this infinite distance where heads or tails will turn up. What will you 
wager? According to reason, you can do neither the one thing nor the other; 
according to reason, you can defend neither of the propositions. […] Yes; but you 
must wager. It is not optional. You are embarked.  

You have two things to lose, the true and the good; and two things to stake, your 
reason and your will, your knowledge and your happiness; and your nature has two 
things to shun, error and misery. Your reason is no more shocked in choosing one 
rather than the other, since you must of necessity choose. This is one point settled. 
But your happiness? Let us weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that God is. Let 
us estimate these two chances. If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. 
Wager, then, without hesitation that He is. […] [T]here is here an infinity of an 
infinitely happy life to gain, a chance of gain against a finite number of chances of 
loss, and what you stake is finite. It is all divided; wherever the infinite is and there is 
not an infinity of chances of loss against that of gain, there is no time to hesitate, you 
must give all. And thus, when one is forced to play, he must renounce reason to 
preserve his life, rather than risk it for infinite gain, as likely to happen as the loss of 
nothingness.82 
 

Possibly the most well-known and pronounced account of Pascal’s wager on screen is Eric 

Rohmer’s Ma nuit chez Maud (1969), which draws clear parallels between Pascal’s wager 

and its mathematical implications as related to probability theory. Jean-Louis (Jean-Louis 

Trintignant), an engineer and practicing Catholic with a passion for maths and probability 

theory, walks into a bookshop and, after skimming through a new publication on probability, 

stumbles upon the Pensées. Later on, he reconnects with his old college friend Vidal, an 

atheist Marxist and philosophy professor at the local university, and their conversation sets 

the ground for the further development of the narrative:  

- Jean-Louis: Are you interested in mathematics?  
- Vidal: It’s increasingly important for a philosopher. In linguistics, for example. 

But even basic things. Pascal’s arithmetical triangle is connected to his wager. 
That’s what makes Pascal so amazingly modern. Mathematician and 
philosopher are one.  

- J.-L.: Good old Pascal. 

                                                
82 Pascal, Pensées, pp. 66-67 
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- V.: Are you surprised?  
- J.-L.: Funny you mention him, I’m just rereading him at the moment. […] I’m 

very disappointed. […] I feel I know him almost by heart, and yet he tells me 
nothing. I find it all so empty. I’m a Catholic, or at least I try to be, but he 
doesn’t fit in my notion of Catholicism. It’s exactly because I’m a Christian that 
his austerity offends me. If that’s what Christianity is about, then I’m atheist. 
Are you still Marxist? 

- V.: Absolutely. For a communist, Pascal’s wager is very relevant today. 
Personally, I very much doubt that history has any meaning. Yet I wager that it 
has, so I’m in a Pascalian situation. Hypothesis A: Society and politics are 
meaningless. Hypothesis B: History has meaning. I’m not at all sure B is more 
likely to be true than A. More likely the reverse. Let’s even suppose B has a 10 
percent chance of being true, and A has 80 percent. Nevertheless… I have no 
choice but to opt for B, because only the hypothesis that history has meaning 
allows me to go on living. Suppose I bet on A, and B was true, despite the lesser 
odds. I’d have thrown away my life. So I must choose B to justify my life and 
actions. There’s an 80 percent chance I’m wrong, but that doesn’t matter.  

- J.-L.: Mathematical hope. Potential gain divided by probability. With your 
hypothesis B, though the probability is slight, the possible gain is infinite. in 
your case, a meaning to life. In Pascal’s, eternal salvation. 

- V.: It was Gorky, Lenin or maybe Mayakovsky who said about the Russian 
revolution that the situation forced them to choose the one chance in a thousand. 
Because hope became infinitely greater if you took that chance than if you 
didn’t take it. 
 

The entire film develops further against the background of Pascal’s famous wager over the 

existence of God. On Christmas Eve, Jean-Louis takes Vidal along to the evening mass, after 

which they join Maud, a single mother and Vidal’s secret love interest, at her place for a 

drink. Because of the winter weather outside, Jean-Louis stays the night at Maud’s (Fig. 14). 

As part of Rohmer’s Six Moral Tales, Ma nuit chez Maud covers Pascal’s wager from the 

perspective of moral conduct, precisely that which one risks losing in case God does not 

exist. In the bookstore, Jean-Louis almost hastily leafs through the Pensées and pauses 

attentively on the final passage of the wager (Fig. 15):  

Learn of those who have been bound like you, and who now stake all their 
possessions. These are people who know the way which you would follow, and who 
are cured of an ill of which you would be cured. Follow the way by which they 
began; by acting as if they believed, taking the holy water, having masses said, etc. 
Even this will naturally make you believe, and deaden your acuteness. — "But this is 
what I am afraid of." — And why? What have you to lose? But to show you that this 
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leads you there, it is this which will lessen the passions, which are your stumbling 
blocks.83  

 
Throughout the film, though he initially rejects Pascal’s austerity, this idea of “acting as if” 

becomes Jean-Louis’ primary guidance. He religiously attends church on Sundays (he 

“smells of holy water,” according to Maud), but openly dismisses Pascal’s austerity: he also 

loves the Chanturgue wine, to which Pascal would have remained insensitive. And so Ma nuit 

chez Maud develops as Jean-Louis struggles to find the correct behaviour that matches his 

convictions (or vice versa?). What goes for Jean-Louis the character counts for the actor as 

well, whose moral scruples regarding the role of a Catholic delayed the shooting with three 

years:  

Catholicism isn’t a particular concern of mine and that made me say no. I would be 
dishonest, I had no right. But Rohmer convinced me that it would lend greater 
ambiguity to the film if I took the role, precisely because I wasn’t a Catholic.84 

 
Imitation as it relates to authenticity; this idea appears to be the key not only to Rohmer’s 

moral tale or Pascal’s wager, but also structurally underlies the discussion on integral realism 

as a reformulation of classical mimesis.  

 

  

    

 

                                                
83 Ibid., p. 68 

84 Jean-Louis Trintignant in Cottrell, Pierre and Jean Douchet. “Ma nuit chez Maud.” Télécinéma 
(25/02/1974) [Television interview]  

Fig. 14 Staying the night at Maud’s. Fig. 15 The final paragraph of the wager.  
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 As Pascal emphasizes the necessity of wagering the existence of God, so too does 

Bazin rule out the possibility of escaping the bet: in presence of the camera, a choice - Daney 

calls it a qualitative leap - has to be made. The “I know, but all the same” paradigm put forth 

by Daney suggests that reason is not the deciding factor in these types of bets: according to 

several news reports on the event, the unfortunate bird-man Reichelt had been discouraged up 

to the very last moment by accompanying friends,85, (xli) but jumped regardless of their 

convincing arguments: ‘On connaissait les projets de M. Reichelt, on était au courant de ses 

expériences et on en appréhendait pour lui les conséquences. Mais M. Reichelt restait sourd 

aux conseils qu’on lui donnait. Le malheureux est mort victime de sa témérité.’86, xlii As such, 

Pascal’s wager implies a particular inadequacy of rational arguments, as Terrence Penelhum 

writes on the topic:  

The most oft-quoted passage of Pascal is the one that says the heart has its reasons 
which the reason does not know. This is not, I would suggest, a simple appeal to 
wallow in emotionalism, but partly a way of saying that the canons of rationality of 
belief and unbelief are different. If the Wager argument is right, the bridge between 
the two can be crossed by a process which will be differently described by both sides, 
but which will have its rational element whichever way it is viewed.87  

 
This paradigm of infinite gain over finite loss, I will argue, accurately reflects what proves to 

be a pragmatic paradigm of definite choice guiding the insoluble dilemma between image and 

reality: we have no choice but to choose.88 

                                                
85 Interestingly, in his retelling of the story Bazin ignores the discouragement of Reichelt’s 

bystanders, as he writes that ‘n’eût-il eu que des témoins humains, une sage lâcheté sans 
doute l’emporterait’ (Bazin, André (1947). “À la recherche du temps perdu: Paris 1900.” In: 
Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Tome 1: Ontologie et langage. Paris: Éditions du Cerf (1959): p. 
42 

86 Dumas-Vorzet, F. “Fatale expérience de parachute.” La Presse, No. 7118 (05/02/1912) 
[Accessed 28/05/2014] <http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k5970173.zoom.f1.langFR>  

87 Penelhum, Terence. “Pascal’s Wager.” Journal of Religion, Vol. 44, No. 3 (1964): pp. 206-207  

88 Perhaps here Gabriel Marcel’s ontological exigence, which Dalle Vacche considers to be closely 
linked with Bazin’s critical work (cf. supra, 2.3 Cinematic Specificity: “the eternal dead-
again of cinema”), indeed conveys cinematic specificity as a realist wager. Marcel explains: 
‘Being is - or should be necessary. It is impossible that everything should be reduced to a 
play of successive appearances which are inconsistent with each other… or, in the words of 
Shakespeare, to “a tale told by an idiot.” I aspire to participate in this being, in this reality—
and perhaps this aspiration is already a degree of participation, however rudimentary’ 
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 In several ways, I will argue later on, the temerity in Reichelt’s desire to overcome 

gravity is indispensable to understand the ways in which Bazin solidifies the invention of 

cinema, via the figure of Icarus, in terms of myth and imagination (cf. infra, 4.1 Icarus and 

the Imagination of Cinema). First, I will follow the Kierkegaardian reference suggested by 

Daney and argue that the principles which Bazin extracts from his work on exploration film, 

especially the notion of a negative imprint, formulate the core of Bazin’s realist project as a 

leap of faith in reality, grounded in ‘le pouvoir irrationnel de la photographie qui emporte 

notre croyance.’89, xliii  

                                                                                                                                                  
(Marcel, Gabriel (1933). “On the Ontological Mystery.” In: The Philosophy of 
Existentialism. Trans. Manya Harari. New York: The Citadel Press (1970): p. 15).  

After Bazin and from a philosophical perspective, Gilles Deleuze has drawn parallels between 
cinema, Pascal and Kierkegaard, considering the latter to be ‘a precursor of the cinema’ 
(cited in Ronald Bogue. “To Choose to Choose - To Believe in this World.” Cinémas: 
Journal of Film Studies, Vol. 16, No 2-3 (2006): p. 41). Based on the same premise of 
exigency and choice, Deleuze calls them “tragic philosophers” (Ibid., 34): both Pascal’s 
wager and Kierkegaard’s leap of faith involve a definite decision at the risk of a certain loss. 
From this perspective, Ronald Bogue writes that ‘it comes as no surprise […] that 
Kierkegaard appears in both Cinema 1 and Cinema 2. In each volume, Kierkegaard is 
invoked as a guide toward an ethic of “choosing to choose” and a faith that induces “belief 
in this world”’ (Ibid., p. 41). 

89 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 14  
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Chapter III: A Leap of Faith In Reality 

 

 Beyond reminding us of the materiality of photography (an image which is always 

first a negative), Bazin’s analysis of exploration film offers a fundamentally negative relation 

between the image and reality: the lacunar image of cinematographic testimony are 

‘l’empreinte négative de l’aventure, son inscription en creux.’1, i The invisibility of the shark 

on film proves its real danger. Such apophatic reasoning indeed pervades his thought process. 

In Le Sommeil paradoxal: écrits sur André Bazin (2014), for example, Hervé Joubert-

Laurencin writes: 

Le travail du négatif, qui part de la ressemblance dite “objective” pour déboucher sur 
le dissemblable commence, dans l’écriture de Bazin, avec ses “paradoxes, revers de 
contradiction,” et finit dans ses analyses de films et dans les thèses qu’il en tire.2, ii 

 

Bazin is not particularly interested in perfect resemblance, and often, as is the case in his 

review of Kon-Tiki (Thor Heyerdahl, 1950), defends flaws in the cinematographic image as a 

testimony to its authenticity. A similar train of thought concludes Bazin’s discussion of 

Victoire sur l’Annapurna (Marcel Ichac, 1953), in which mountaineers Maurice Herzog and 

his companion Louis Lachenal document their climb of the 8000 meters high peak of the 

Annapurna. The expedition pushed the limits of human endurance: due to frostbite, both 

climbers lost their toes and Herzog, because he had lost his gloves on the way, his fingers as 

well as his camera in the midst of an avalanche (Fig. 1). Again, Bazin understands cinematic 

testimony through the lack of documentation:  

De cette montée aux enfers de glace, le moderne Orphée n’a même pas pu sauver le 
regard de sa caméra. Mais alors commence le long calvaire de la descente, Herzog et 
Lachenal ficelés comme des momies sur le dos de leurs Sherpas, et cette fois le 
cinéma est là, voile de Véronique sur le visage de la souffrance de l’homme.3, iii 

 

                                                
1 Bazin, André (1953-1954). “Le Cinéma et l’exploration.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?  Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 34 

2 Joubert-Laurencin, Hervé. Le Sommeil paradoxal: écrits sur André Bazin. Montreuil: Éditions de 
l’Œil (2014): p. 45 

3 Bazin, “Le Cinéma et l’exploration,” p. 34  
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In this remarkable passage, Bazin first views the extreme challenges faced by Herzog and 

Lachenal against a mythical referent: in absence of a camera, the spectator is like Orpheus 

deprived from looking back. In their physical suffering, Bazin sees parallels between their 

descent and the stations of the cross, as he takes on one of his many references to Christian 

relics: in this case, between the cinema screen and Veronica’s veil.4, (iv) Bazin’s reference to 

Christ’s sweat cloth in this context is anything but random: supposedly the original imprint, 

i.e. not made with human hands but with blood and sweat, the veil stands at the heart of the 

Christian discourse on images, which, contrary to several contemporary studies of Bazin, I 

will consider here relevant in light of Bazin’s ontogeny-argument.   

 For instance, and to return one last time to the critique of Kon-Tiki, the interplay 

Bazin establishes there between authenticity and invisibility resonates implicitly with a 

particular passage in Exodus 3:1-22, namely the theophany of the burning bush.5 Much like 

the “photograph of danger,” where documentary authenticity in Kon-Tiki necessitates the 

invisibility of the shark, the burning bush is an implication of a presence rather than a direct 

representation, derived from the premise of an invisible God upon which Christian faith is 

founded.6 Or, in the words of Jean-Luc Nancy: ‘the relation of faith is thus an access to this 

                                                
4 He repeats the analogy between the scene of Christ’s suffering and cinema in his discussion of 

Journal d’un curé de campagne (Robert Bresson, 1954): ‘Il n’est peut-être pas inutile de 
signaler les analogies christiques qui abondent à la fin du film, car elles ont des raisons de 
passer inaperçues. Ainsi deux évanouissements dans la nuit; de la chute dans la boue, des 
vomissures de vin et de sang (où se retrouvent, dans une synthèse de métaphores 
bouleversantes avec les chutes de Jésus, le sang de la Passion, l’éponge de vinaigre et les 
souillures des crachats). Encore: voile de Véronique, le torchon de Séraphita; enfin la mort 
dans la mansarde, Golotha dérisoire où ne manquent pas le bon et le mauvais larron’ (Bazin, 
André (1951). “Le Journal d’un curé de campagne et la stylistique de Robert Bresson.” 
Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?  Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 118). 

5 A theophany is a revelation of God in a state, which is perceivable to man. The scene of the 
burning bush tells the story of Moses being called by God on mount Sinai to lead the 
Israelites out of Egypt. While tending a flock of sheep, his attention is caught by a burning 
bush, which miraculously is not consumed by the fire. Realizing he stood in God’s presence, 
Moses quickly hid his face out of fear of looking at Him directly. A series of miracles then 
occur, his staff turning into a snake and his hand turning leprous, as signs of divine 
presence. Because of this mediated presence, the burning bush scene is in this sense 
exemplary of negative theology.  

6 The invisibility of God is clearly stated on several occasions in the Bible: for instance, ‘there 
shall no man see me, and live’ (Exodus 33:20) and ‘no man hath seen God at any time’ 
(John 1:18, 1 John 4:12). Interestingly, Moses appears to hold a privileged bond with God, 
as God spoke to him ‘face to face, as a man speaketh to his friend’ (Exodus 33:11), though 
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"to will itself hidden" as such: an access, consequently, to that which cuts off or withdraws 

access.’7 Without intending to extend the possible analogy between Kon-Tiki’s shark-scene 

and the burning bush, it does perfectly illustrate the ways in which Bazin understands the 

ontogeny of the photographic image to have altered the relationship between images and 

reality, or between representation and its object: in some cases, invisibility is necessary. This 

command could be read with the same irony as Bazin’s prohibition of montage, and indeed 

might be its antithesis.  

 Though this principle of invisibility is most palpable in his texts on exploration film, 

it undoubtedly finds resonance in Bazin’s discussion of the screen as a mask in “Peinture et 

cinéma:” ‘Les limites de l’écran ne sont pas […] le cadre de l’image, mais un cache qui ne 

peut que démasquer une partie de la réalité.’8, v This opposition between the screen and the 

frame returns in Jean Renoir, published posthumously in 1971:  

[…] l’écran n’était que la surface homothétique de l’œilleton de la camera, c’est-à-
dire le contraire d’un cadre: un cache dont la function n’est pas moins de dérober la 
réalité au regard que de la révéler; ce qu’il montre tire son prix de ce qu’il cache, le 
témoin invisible du film a des œillères, son ubiquité idéale est tempérée par le 
cadrage comme il arrive à la tyrannie de l’être par l’assasinat.9, vi 

 

Incidentally or not, it is in this exact discussion of a masking screen that Bazin then 

introduces his oft-cited sartorial image of montage as “stitching together” bits of the “simple 

cloak” of reality, i.e. the tunic worn by Christ before and during the crucifixion, thereby again 

alluding to a Christian discourse.10 With obvious references to the abstraction of montage and 

the continuity of reality, perhaps this seamless garment in fact accurately reflects the 

“necessary unreality” of cinematic specificity. In his science-fiction epic Solaris (1972), 

Andrei Tarkovsky clearly employs this image of a seamless dress as a sign of something 

                                                                                                                                                  
his privilege is weakened in other passages where he only saw God’s “back parts” (Exodus 
33:23).  

7 Nancy, Jean-Luc. Dis-Enclosure: The Destruction of Christianity. Trans. Bettina Bergo, Gabriel 
Malefant and Michael B. Smith. New York: Fordham University Press (2008): p. 62 

8 Bazin, André. “Peinture et cinéma.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?  Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 
188 

9 Bazin, André. Jean Renoir. Paris: Éditions Champ libre (1971): pp. 80-81 

10 Ibid., pp. 90-91  
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unreal, which is only possible on the planet Solaris: the continuous resurrection of Chris’ 

wife Hari. While Chris wants to take off her clothes, he realises there is no way to untie the 

dress clothing but to cut it (Fig. 2); and yet, after each resurrection, the dress is again uncut. 

On the one hand, Hari is “a copy, a print, a mechanical replica,” in professor Snaut's 

accusatory words, but nevertheless her uncut dress after each resurrection symbolises that 

‘[…] “durée” bergsonienne, irreversible et qualitative par essence.’11, vii On Solaris, Hari 

really is “eternally dead-again.”  

 

   

       

 

  

                                                
11 Bazin, André (1949). “Mort tous les après-midi.” Qu’est-ce que le cinema? Vol. 1. Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf  (1958): p. 68  

Fig. 1 Maurice Herzog upon his return.  Fig. 2 Hari’s seamless dress. 
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3.1 No More “Bazinism:” An Apologetic Reading 

 

 Veronica’s veil, Christ’s seamless garment and, ultimately, a photograph of his burial 

cloth in the opening essay of Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?, which I will discuss presently: at 

several instances when Bazin articulates cinema’s relation with reality, he certainly draws on 

a Christian legacy. However, for diverging reasons such a perspective on an inherently 

modern phenomenon like photography and cinema is almost imperatively apologetic. Marie-

José Mondzain, for instance, whose work emphatically invests in resonances of the Christian 

paradigm with contemporary visual culture, writes on this topic that:12  

Les philosophes n’affectionnent guère le recours inlassable aux débats théologiques 
au sujet de l’image. Prenant acte de l’histoire, celle des hommes, des guerres, des 
révolutions et des idées, la plupart d’entre eux concluent que la question de l’image et 
a fortiori celle du cinéma, propre au XXe siècle, relèvent d’un tout autre vocabulaire 
qui ne doit plus rien à ces obscurs byzantins. C’est à partir de Hegel et après lui qu’il 
faut penser les questions de la modernité et donc l’image.13, viii 

 

What Mondzain describes in general, certainly counts for the bazinian discourse as well. 

There exists within contemporary scholarship a strong dismissal of religious undertones in 

Bazin’s understanding of cinema: while from a biographical point of view Bazin’s 

Christianity is well-acknowledged,14, (ix) its interference with his views on cinema remains to 

this day highly contested.  

                                                
12 See: Mondzain, Marie-José. Image, Icon, Economy: The Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary 

Imaginary. Trans. Rico Franses. Stanford: Stanford University Press (2004) 

13 Mondzain, Marie-José. Homo spectator. Paris: Bayard (2013): p. 22 

14 In his biography, Dudley Andrew writes that at an early stage in his education, ‘[Bazin] acquired 
the habit of seeing theological and philosophical implications behind every sort of 
investigation’ (Andrew, Dudley. André Bazin. New York: Oxford University Press (2013): 
p. 8). Though the French educational system at that time was tilting decidedly towards 
positivism, especially at the École Normale Supérieure of Saint Cloud, ‘a major bastion of 
French liberal anticlerical sentiment’ (Ibid., p. 19) which Bazin attended after high school, 
his interest for religion and theology did not subside, as he joined the study group of 
mathematician and Christian philosopher Marcel Légaut (1900-1990). He admired Légaut’s 
dynamism and his efforts in renewing spiritual values in social and educational contexts, but 
ultimately preferred the assorted orientation of Esprit, a cultural journal founded by 
Emmanuel Mounier (1905-1950) which ‘quickly became the liberal conscience of French 
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 In a repetitive and in some cases rather blunt attempt to contend with such readings, 

studies that touch upon Christianity in Bazin’s writing are easily ranked under so-called 

“bazinism:” in the words of Joubert-Laurencin ‘la concrétion abusive qui s’est collée au 

souvenir de plus en plus lointain et imprécis de son contraire, que je nomme le “texte 

bazinien”,’ or ‘j’appelle bazinisme la récitation paresseuse et trompeuse des thèses 

prétendues de Bazin.’15, x Under this guise, some argue that ‘there are religious allusions in 

the “Ontology” essay, but in themselves they do not demonstrate that Bazin’s theory of 

realism derives from a model of religious belief;’16 or he is seen as “exemplar of socialist 

values,” dismissing his assumed Catholicism as “unfortunate.”17 Another less unanimously 

labelled bazinist element is the so-called “index-argument” that summarizes a semiotic 

                                                                                                                                                  
Catholics and strove in its range and format to provide a model of the integrated culture it 
preached’ (Ibid., p. 23).  

As part of his counter-argument to Christian influences in Bazin, Joubert-Laurencin asserts 
that a depression in 1940, documented in a letter Bazin wrote to his friend Guy Léger, 
provides sufficient reason to doubt his Christian faith, which ‘[…] n’informe jamais sa 
théorie au-delà de certaines métaphores, parfois ironiques. Le registre de son discours sur 
ces questions est plus proche de celui d’un anthropologue que d’un prédicateur; on y sent 
que sa formation de normalien a pris le dessus sur son militantisme chrétien’ (Joubert-
Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, p. 26). It was during the war in the military camp in 
Xaintrailles where Bazin first met Léger, whose badge from the Jeunesses Étudiants 
Chrétiens immediately caught his attention (Andrew, André Bazin, pp. 31-33). During their 
stationing, they organized a discussion group and frequented the cinemas of Bordeaux: 
‘Through the cinema the two of them had turned the drôle de guerre into one of the happiest 
and most creative periods of their lives, which only the German invasion overturned’ 
(Andrew, André Bazin, p. 33). Later that year, Léger went on to fight at the front, while 
Bazin (who had failed a military test) was forced to stay behind and struck by the flood of 
war refugees coming from the north combined with a ‘massive sense of personal 
worthlessness’ (Ibid.), he became depressed. Despite the fact that Bazin found it difficult to 
pray during that time, Andrew’s biography does not show any evidence for the claim that 
Bazin would have lost his religious theological interest, and indeed the body of evidence in 
his writings suggest that he maintained the desire for social engagement (which he had 
found in Christianity) into his latter years.  

15 Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, p. 8; p.16 

16 Rosen, Philip. “Belief in Bazin.” In: Opening Bazin: Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. 
Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. New York: Oxford University Press 
(2011): p. 110 

17 Miroslav Zuna, cited in Lovejoy, Alice. “From Ripples to Waves: Bazin in Eastern Europe” In: 
Opening Bazin: Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé 
Joubert-Laurencin. New York: Oxford University Press (2011): p. 302 
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reading of Bazin’s ontology essay:18 Daniel Morgan, for instance, argues that ‘insofar as the 

ontology essay suggests an indexical reading, it is only as a moment in the logic of a general 

argument - a position that tempts us but that we need to go beyond.’19 Similarly, Joubert-

Laurencin criticizes the prevalent insistence on semiology in favour of Bazin’s own 

terminology of the imprint, arguing that ‘l’empreinte est un meilleur mot pour rendre compte 

de Bazin. D’abord parce qu’il fait partie de son lexique.’20, xi To a certain degree, this anti-

bazinist mind-set tilts within the Anglo-spheric tradition toward a reconsideration of past 

translations, such as Timothy Barnard’s extensive notes on découpage in his acclaimed 2009 

translation.21 However, as I will demonstrate, this insisting reluctance towards several biblical 

references by many scholars today under the guise of an anti-bazinist endeavour produces an 

equally “abusive concretion” and in some cases a blatantly deceptive reading of Bazin. One 

such reading, which is openly involved in the bazinist polemic, is Philip Rosen’s claim that 

the standard English translation, because of its repeated usage of “faith,” tilts the Ontology-

essay toward a bazinist-religious reading; instead, Rosen proposes “belief” as a more accurate 

translation, which he supports - paradoxically, given his insistence on the bazinian text - with 

a reiteration of the index-argument. In what follows, I want to close-read Rosen’s argument 

on faith versus belief in tandem with Joubert-Laurencin et al.’s insistence on the notion of the 

imprint. In so doing, I will follow the call for close-reading the “bazinian text,” however the 

insistence on the imprint in Bazin’s ontogeny-argument will serve as an apology for the 

Christian discourse.  

 Continuing from this, we will see that in specific cases self-proclaimed anti-bazinism 

easily tilts towards a subtle hypocrisy, as within the “bazinian text” itself words appear to be 

weighed unequally, so that on the topic of Christian relics, notably the shroud of Turin, 

Joubert-Laurencin criticizes Mondzain as indulging ‘dans le marché noir des métaphores 

                                                
18 The index-argument springs forth from Peter Wollen’s Signs and Meaning in the Cinema 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1969) in which he applies Charles S. Pierce’s 
category of the index to Bazin’s ontology of the photographic image.  

19 Morgan, Daniel. “Rethinking Bazin: Ontology and Realist Aesthetics.” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 32 
(2006): p. 449 (note 22) 

20 Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, p. 43 

21 See: Timothy Barnard’s 2009 translation of What Is Cinema? Montreal: Caboose (2009): pp. 
261-281 
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chrétiennes de Bazin,’22, xii even though the tradition of acheiropoieta, as I will conclude, 

speaks clearly to Bazin’s ontogeny-argument. Acheiropoieta, literally meaning “made 

without hands,” are images believed to be created miraculously, rather than being artefacts 

painted by an artist. In the Western Christian tradition, the two most important acheiropoieta 

are the veil of Veronica and the Shroud of Turin, which reserves an ambiguous place in 

Bazin’s essay collection. Before discussing Bazin’s enigmatic inclusion of a photographic 

negative of the shroud of Turin in the Ontology-essay, I will first scrutinize Rosen’s polemic, 

by maintaining in Bazin’s ontological account the notion of the image as imprint and, in 

extension, of cinematographic realism as faith in reality.  

  

                                                
22 Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, p. 78 (note 159) 
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3.2 The Imprint versus the Index: Faith and Belief 

 

 In an essay entitled “Belief in Bazin” (2011), Philip Rosen criticizes Bazin’s 

translators, in particular Hugh Gray’s and to a certain extent Timothy Barnard’s usage of the 

word “faith,” and instead proposes “belief” as more appropriate translation to describe 

Bazin’s cinematographic realism, supporting his argument with “indexicality” as ‘a key-prop 

for belief.’23 Rosen’s insistence on “belief,” along with his affirmation of indexicality to 

describe Bazin’s ontological project,24 carries with it a decided and arguably blunt move 

away from any possible religious references in Bazin’s ontology, which he puts in plain 

words at the outset of his essay:  

[…] it seems connotatively easier to tilt “faith” toward a religious attitude. Of course, 
“belief” can apply to religious commitment. Yet it can signify more epistemological 
generality and less subjective valance.25 

 
Assuming a correlation between the bazinist discourse and the possibility of religious 

undercurrents in Bazin’s oeuvre, Rosen argues that ‘Gray’s translation of croyance as “faith” 

inadvertently abetted such critiques of Bazin […].’26 However, in these specific citations 

(‘[Ils] croient à la réalité;’27 or ‘[…] nous sommes obligés de croire à l’existence de l’objet 

représenté’28) Bazin repeatedly employs the more spiritually connotative “croire à/en” rather 

than “croire” tout court.29 Furthermore, in Bazin’s usage of “confidence” [confiance], Rosen 

                                                
23 Rosen, “Belief,” p. 110 

24 For more on Bazin’s ontology essay in relation to Pierce’s semiotics, see: Wollen, Peter. Signs 
and Meaning in the Cinema. Bloomington: Indiana University Press (1969): pp. 120-155  

25 Rosen, “Belief,” p. 107 

26 Ibid.  

27 Bazin, André (1952-1955). “L’Évolution du langage.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?  Paris: Éditions 
du Cerf  (2008): p. 64 

28 Bazin, André (1945). “Ontologie de l’image photographique.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: 
Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 13 

29 “croire.” Larousse.fr. Larousse, 1 October 2014 
<http://www.larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/croire/20610/difficulte> 
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then seeks confirmation for what he assumes to be a ‘more neutral or secularized 

connotation’ in Bazin’s aesthetics.30 Another such term, according to Rosen, is fidèle, which 

Gray translates as “faithful” (Rosen prefers “the most exact”), not surprisingly in the exact 

passage that explains the ontogeny-thesis:  

A very faithful drawing may actually tell us more about the model, but despite the 
promptings of our critical intelligence it will never have the irrational power of the 
photograph to bear away our faith [my emphasis].31, (xiii) 

[Original: Le dessin le plus fidèle peut nous donner plus de renseignements sur le 
modèle, il ne possèdera jamais, en dépit de notre esprit critique, le pouvoir irrationnel 
de la photographie qui emporte notre croyance.]32 

 
Rosen thus argues that Bazin’s differentiation between fidèle and then croyance gets lost in 

Gray’s translation, and he thereby mistakenly assumes “faithful” to bear the same meaning as 

“faith.” While a theory derived from potential mistranslations should not prevail over the 

careful and thorough examination of the original text,33 Rosen’s philological analyses here do 

touch upon a crucial element in Bazin’s views on cinematographic realism. In the context of 

authenticity and resemblance, Bazin’s ontogeny-argument, I will argue, actually confirms 
                                                

30 Rosen, “Belief,” p. 108  

The specific passage Rosen cites is from an article on Renoir (Esprit, 1952): ‘I call 
expressionist all aesthetics which […] place more confidence [confiance] in 
cinematographic artifices - that is, what is generally understood as “cinema” - than in the 
reality to which they are applied’ (Bazin, André. “Les Deux époques de Jean Renoir.” 
Esprit, Vol. 20 (1952): p. 501; cited in Rosen, p. 108).  

31 Bazin, André (1945). “Ontology of the Photographic Image.” What is Cinema? Vol. 1. Trans. 
Hugh Gray. Berkeley: University of California Press (2005): p. 14  

Rosen cites the ontogeny-passage and Bazin’s usage of fidèle in his writings on adaptation 
and mixed cinema, which he understands as ‘an indexical ideal echoing that of the 
Ontology-essay’ (Rosen, “Belief,” p. 111). However, where ontogeny and ontology appear 
in Bazin’s work as purely cinematic, his work on adaptation comprises the relation between 
film and other arts. In this manner, Joubert-Laurencin argues on the topic of ontology: ‘Ce 
mot est en somme, par l’importance qu’il a pris dans son lexique, l’opposé d’impureté,” 
l’autre vocable fondamental et général de son système. En première analyse, l’impureté 
regroupe tout ce qui rattache le cinéma aux autres arts; l’ontologie tout ce qui lui appartient 
en propre et qu’aucun autre art n’a possédé avant lui’ (Joubert-laurencin, Le Sommeil 
paradoxal, p. 24).  

32 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 14  

33 From this perspective, Rosen’s essay awkwardly fits within a “bazinist” discourse, despite his 
assertion of the opposite, which is reinforced by his insistence on the index-argument.  
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Gray’s rendering of croyance, in spite of Rosen’s more epistemological and objective 

“belief” in tandem with indexicality.  

 

3.2.1 An Assurance in Things Not Seen  

 To begin with, the difference between faith and faithful in Bazin’s ontological 

argument cited by Rosen is as significant as the difference between a reproduction and its 

original. To a certain extent, this distinction in fact echoes precisely the difference between 

an index and an imprint, as both relate to a diverging knowledge-claim. While belief 

necessitates verification, as its object can be erroneous (“I’ll believe that when I see it”), faith 

is predicated upon something that exists without evidence, and hence may seem to follow a 

more irrational command that needs no proof. In other words, faith is rooted in something, 

which is, but is not seen, as both the theophany of the burning bush as well as the shark in 

Kon-Tiki suggest. From an historic and theological perspective, to cite from Paul: ‘[…] faith 

is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen’ (Hebrew 11:1). As 

such, Jean-Luc Nancy draws from the scriptural distinction between belief and faith that:  

[…] faith cannot be an adherence to some contents of belief. If belief must be 
understood as a weak form or an analogy of knowledge, then faith is not of the order 
of belief. It comes neither from a knowledge nor from a wisdom, not even by analogy. 
Faith is not argumentative; it is the performative of the commandment - or it is 
homogeneous with it. Faith resides in inadequation to itself as a content of meaning. 
And it is in this precisely that it is truth qua truth of faith or faith as truth and 
verification. This is not sacri-fication but veri-fication. That is, also, the contrary of a 
truth believed. This faith, above all, does not believe. It is neither credulous nor even 
believing in the current sense of the term. It is a faith not believed. It is a non-belief 
whose faith guarantees it as non-believable.34  
 

From this distinction based on a diverging knowledge-claim, we see clearly how the 

ontogeny-argument supports an argument for faith rather than belief in reality. As is the case 

with Kon-Tiki’s shark, photography can convince us to accept a presence without seeing. 

Such non-argumentative, non-rational command is, in Bazin’s words, a “psychological fact” 

which replaces the paradigm of doubt prior to photography by one of a “non-belief,’ in the 

sense described by Nancy, Bazin writes:   

                                                
34 Nancy, Dis-Enclosure, pp. 53-54 
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Un doute subsistait sur l’image à cause de la présence de l’homme. Aussi bien le 
phénomène essentiel dans le passage de la peinture baroque à la photographie ne 
réside-t-il pas dans le simple perfectionnement matériel (la photographie restera 
longtemps inférieure à la peinture dans l’imitation des couleurs), mais dans un fait 
psychologique: la satisfaction complète de notre appétit d’illusion par une 
reproduction mécanique dont l’homme est exclu. La solution n’était pas dans le 
résultat mais dans sa genèse.35, xiv 

 

It is not the result, i.e. perfect resemblance, which supports the photograph’s connection with 

reality. The fact that paintings obtained more convincing pictorial qualities did not endow 

them with the ontological status of photography, which assures us regardless of its aesthetic 

qualities. In this manner, Rosen’s replacement of “faith” with “belief,” at least in the sense he 

understands it (i.e. secularized and “neutral”), is itself ‘simply a rhetorical ploy,’36 to use his 

exact formulation, in an attempt to debunk Bazin’s oeuvre from any religious connotations.  

 

3.2.2 The Irrational Power of Photography 

 From his side, Tom Gunning asserts in “Moving Away from the Index” that the 

application of Pierce’s notion of the index to Bazin’s ontology of the photographic image 

cannot account for its implied faith-argument:  

Bazin describes the realism of the photograph as an “irrational power to bear away 
our faith.” This “magical” understanding of photographic ontology is clearly very 
different from a logic of signs. In Pierce’s semiotics, the indexical relation falls 
entirely into the rational realm.37  
 

Gunning’s argument, ultimately, is against medium specificity, i.e. the assertion that the 

materiality of the medium plays an essential role in the image’s ontology, which is implied by 

the index-argument.38 In “What’s the Point of an Index,” he departs from what he calls the 

                                                
35 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 12 

36 Rosen, “Belief,” p. 108  

37 Gunning, Tom. “Moving Away from the Index: Cinema and the Impression of Reality.” 
Differences, Vol. 18, No. 1 (2007): p. 33 

38 Gunning, Tom. “What’s the Point of an Index? Or Faking Photographs.” Nordicom Review, Vol. 
5, No.1-2 (2004): pp. 46-47  



Today, Icarus 

107 

“truth claim of traditional photography,” only to disconnect indexicality from the “visual 

accuracy and recognisability” of an image:  

[…] the manner in which indexicality intertwines with iconicity in our common 
assessment of photographs. Our evaluation of a photograph as accurate (i.e. visually 
reflecting its subject) depends not simply on its indexical basis (the chemical process), 
but on our recognition of it as looking like its subject.39 
 

According to this view, a photograph’s “visual accuracy and recognisability” assures us that 

whatever it depicts must be true. And because this claim of recognition continues to apply to 

the non-indexical digital image, Gunning argues against indexicality as it limits cinema to a 

material basis. While Gunning’s endeavour beyond medium specificity certainly rhymes with 

Bazin’s mythical paradigm, his insistence on resemblance, however, cannot account for 

Bazin’s apophatic reasoning. Instead, the index-argument is made obsolete by the bazinian 

text itself, as a couple of recent studies have shown. For instance, following Fernão Pessoa 

Ramos,40 Joubert-Laurencin convincingly criticizes the all-too formalist index-argument and 

its association with resemblance, which he in turn considers to be yet another, perhaps the 

bazinist myth withholding the bazinian text:  

On peut dire que Bazin n’est si important dans le discours sur le cinéma, dans toute 
l’histoire de la critique, toutes époques et tous pays confondus, et cela d’une manière 
à la fois évidente et confuse, que parce qu’il a tout simplement réussi à détourner vers 
le cinéma le flux discursif le plus traditionnel de l’histoire de l’art, celui de la 
mimèsis. Mais on peut aussi soutenir que le discours dominant a besoin de maintenir 
Bazin à cette place afin qu’il incarne le Mimétique. D’où son rôle de bouc-émissaire 
théorique (sacralisé, liquidé), l’oubli de la lecture de ses textes, l’atermoiement infini 
de la publication du détail de son apport à l’histoire de l’art. Sa relation à une pensée 
de l’empreinte est beaucoup plus probante dans la réalité de l’ensemble de ses textes, 
mais moins acceptable dans l’ordre du discours.41, xv 

 

The imprint, Joubert-Laurencin argues, partakes in a paradigm which is not limited to a 

previous theoretical framework (e.g. Pierce’s semiotics), nor to a specific art form (i.e. the 
                                                

39 Ibid., p. 41 

40 See: Fernão Pessoa Ramos (1998). “Bazin espectador e a intensidade na circunstância da tomada 
[Bazin spectator and the intensity of the digital imprint].” Revista Imagens, No.  8 (1998): 
pp. 98-105 <www.bocc.ubi.pt>. Joubert-Laurencin summarizes Ramos’ paper as 
distinguishing in Bazin’s writing two extremes, namely “l’empreinte digitale” and the 
“empreinte négative” (Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, p. 44).  

41 Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, p. 45 
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medium specific argument, photography/cinema) but is rather embedded in ‘une pratique 

ancestrale et des techniques ayant traversé l’histoire de l’art […].’42, xvi 

 Following this mind-set, I will disregard such insistence on the index-argument; 

however, the categorical rejection of the Christian metaphors employed by Bazin, on the 

contrary, appears to be the lesser convincing argument of the self-proclaimed “anti-bazinist” 

movement. When it comes to Christian relics in Bazin’s oeuvre, alongside the veil of 

Veronica and the seamless garment, there is a third elephant in the room: in the final version 

of “Ontologie de l’image photographique,” published in 1958 as the opening essay of Qu’est-

ce que le cinéma?, Bazin includes the photographic negative print of the shroud of Turin, 

Christ’s alleged burial cloth. This image, to which I will turn subsequently, wholeheartedly 

fits within his apophatic notion of the negative imprint and the ontogeny-argument 

(incidentally, he articulates it in plain words, again, in 1958); and yet, his words on the 

shroud are understood to be those of “an amused ethnographer.”43 In the following pages, I 

will follow the call for reading the bazinian text, but this call itself will serve as an apology 

for tipping into the “black market of ideas,” as this Christian discourse is uneasily referred to 

from the anti-bazinist point of view.44  

 

  

                                                
42 Ibid., p. 44  

43 Ibid., p. 78, note 159 

44 Ibid.  
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3.3 The Photographic Image as Acheiropoieton 

 

 Bazin’s focus on the natural creation of the photographic image, i.e. his ontogeny-

argument, places photography and cinema in direct line with the so-called acheiropoieta, 

literally meaning images that are “made without hands.” The first written account on this 

category of images dates back to the sixth century, more specifically to the writings of 

Evagrius Scholasticus on the story of the Mandylion,45 which lies at the basis for relics like 

the image of Edessa or Mandylion in the Eastern orthodox church, and Veronica’s veil, or the 

shroud of Turin in the West, the latter of which Bazin includes a photograph in the opening 

essay of Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? in 1958. More precisely, the specific illustration is in fact 

the photographic negative developed in 1931 by Giuseppe Enrie, nicknamed “Christ’s 

photographer,” which followed Secondo Pia’s original 1898 photograph in the early days of 

photography. While developing his pictures, Pia discovered that the cloth appeared to carry 

the negative imprint of the face of a man: to use Bazin’s formulation, ‘par la vertu d’une 

mécanique impassible,’46, xvii a face which had previously remained obscure was now clearly 

visible.  

In the aftermath of this discovery, the photographic apparatus had a great impact on 

most scientific studies of the shroud, attempting to attest or disprove the authenticity of the 

image as being the actual burial cloth of Christ. Paul Vignon (1865-1943), co-founder of 

“sindonology” (a scientific discipline devoted to the study of the Shroud), writes:  

                                                
45 According to Evagrius Scholasticus’ account of the story of the Mandylion, otherwise known as 

the image of Edessa, King Agbar received an imprint of Christ’s face, which would cure 
him from leprosy. The Mandylion is believed to be the first image that was not made by 
human hands, as it was an imprint of Christ’s face onto a linen cloth dipped into water. As 
Mondzain writes, this original acheiropoetic image stands at the crossroad of two Christian 
traditions: the Byzantine and the Greek Orthodox, the former marked by ichonomachy (or: 
“image struggle”) and iconoclasm, the latter excused by an “iconic tolerance” that justifies 
iconography by advancing the Mandylion as the model for its icons (see: Mondzain, Marie-
José. Homo spectator. Paris: Bayard (2013): pp. 194-195).  

46 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 14 
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The shroud is a mysterious enigma, only to be read with a magical key. Since 1898 
the key is ours. Photographic apparatus and a sensitive plate have revealed to us, by 
inversion, the true solution.47  
 

Though initially Pia’s findings were contested, Enrie’s photographs of the front, the back and 

a detailed close-up of the wrist, eventually confirmed the theory of the shroud carrying a 

negative imprint of a human body. A subsequent stream of scientific studies on the shroud 

focused solely on determining the process of its image creation, all reporting clear evidence 

against the shroud being a cunningly crafted artefact, a hypothesis that remains to this day 

unproven. Several scholars concerned with visual culture have indeed established the link 

between the shroud and the history of photography, for instance Georges Didi-Huberman, 

who does so at the outset of his analysis of the imprint and its relation to dissemblance:  

Let us recall that the historic impetus that rendered the shroud of Turin visible – or 
more precisely, figurative – is found in the history of photography. When Secundo Pia 
immersed in the chemical bath his last attempt to produce a clear photograph of the 
holy shroud – his earlier attempts had all been underexposed- this is what happened: 
there in the dark room, the moment the negative image took form (the inaugural 
glimpse), a face looked out at Pia from the bottom of the tray. A face he had never 
before seen on the shroud. A face that was, he said, unexpected. And seeing it he 
almost fainted. The event took place during the night of the 28th to the 29th of May, 
1894.48  
 

Ever since Pia’s photograph at the turn of the previous century, the existence of the shroud 

has been discussed and analysed in relation to photography and other visual apparatuses, as 

Enrie’s photographs showed it ‘as if the cloth were a piece of film.’49  

 With the inclusion of the photograph in the opening essay of Qu’est-ce que le 

cinéma?, Bazin appears to place cinema in continuation with acheiropoieta, an allusion that 

has not left film studies untouched. Following Bazin, Annette Michelson, for instance, builds 

her analysis of Dziga Vertov’s Three Songs about Lenin (1934) as a “kinetic icon” on an 

elaborate comparison of the Byzantine icons with film, via their acheiropoetic qualities:  

                                                
47 Vignon, Paul. The Shroud of Christ. New York: Dutton (1902): p. 23  

48 Didi-Huberman, Georges. “The Index of the Absent Wound (Monograph on a Stain).” Trans. 
Thomas Repensek. October, Vol. 29 (1984): p. 65 

49 Culliton, Barbara J. “The Mystery of the Shroud of Turin Challenges 20th-Century Science.” 
Science, Vol. 201, No. 4352 (1978): p. 236 
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These images not made by (human) hands, not painted, but allegedly created by 
contact with and emanation from a sacred personage – rather like those crafted by the 
Pencil of Nature and later, in the closing years of the nineteenth century, animated in 
movement by the brothers Lumière. Upon the faith in a special status of the 
nerukotvornyi [Russian orthodox term for acheiropoietic] image in a paradigmatic 
instance, the shroud of Turin, André Bazin, as we know, constructed his cinematic 
ontology.50 
 

Bazin himself is rather brief in his explication of the shroud in the ontology-essay, but his 

affirmation in a footnote that it ‘réalise la synthèse de la relique et de la photographie,’51, xviii 

explains clearly the importance of such an image within the ontology argument. Via Bazin’s 

mention of the “mummy complex” at the outset of his essay, the urge to ‘sauver l’être par 

l’apparence,’52, xix the medium of photography indeed rhymes with the Christian themes of 

resurrection and eternal life. As such, the ontology essay is implicitly in line with the cult of 

relics. Marie-José Mondzain, for instance, argues that the photographic underpinnings of the 

shroud illustrate the way in which:  

[…] a technical object with an attendant group of optical and chemical procedures 
should have become the providential instrument for the revelation and proof, both 
objective and material, of the presence of the divine and the sacred, of death and 
resurrection.53  

 
Regardless of the controversy pertaining to the shroud’s spiritual significance, which 

reverberates in several contemporary studies of the shroud in relation to visual culture, this 

particular cloth and the image cult it implies nevertheless became historically and materially 

entangled with the medium of photography:  

And so the fetish (the photograph) of a literal fetish (the shroud), serves as a kind of 
blessing for Bazin's four-volume project. But it's a mixed blessing, so to speak, for by 
1958 everyone knew the shroud to be fake and the photograph only a document of a 

                                                
50 Michelson, Annette. “The Kinetic Icon in the Work of Mourning: Prolegomena to the Analysis 

of a Textual System.” October, Vol. 52 (1990): p. 26 

51 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 14 

52 Ibid., p. 9 

53 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 192 
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hoax, or at least of a wild superstition. What could Bazin have had in mind in 
suggesting or permitting such an image to color our reading?54 

 
As Dudley Andrew affirms, Bazin’s motivation for including this print in Qu’est-ce que le 

cinéma? exceeds a blind acceptance of a religious hoax. Incidentally, it is the exact same 

passage on faith in the photographic process versus the faithful drawing to which Andrew 

points as Bazin’s motivation for including this photograph:  

Why wouldn’t a “faithful” drawing of the dead Christ not match this impoverished 
photograph in its psychological power? By now, we know the answer: Bazin argues 
that the iconic properties by which a photograph imitates the visual layout of its 
referent are far less compelling than the photograph’s physical relation to the referent, 
its status as decal.55 

 
Andrew’s analysis appears to tilt away from the enigma of the shroud itself, and elaborates 

more specifically on the importance of the photograph of the shroud.  

 Giuseppe Enrie’s photograph of the shroud in 1931 was indeed followed by a period 

of invested research in syndonology, which set out to attest to or disprove precisely its 

acheiropoietic qualities, rather than building an argument upon carbon-dating research: 

though this procedure had been possible since 1946 (which might explain Andrew’s 

interpretation of the reference as a “mixed blessing”), it was performed on the shroud no 

sooner than 1988. Given this time frame, the main argument at that time against the shroud’s 

authenticity was that it had been painted by an artist in the Middle Ages, an argument that 

was put forth first in the late fourteenth century. Following this hypothesis, Mondzain 

ultimately accepts the demystification of the shroud and argues against its acheiropoietic 

nature: ‘the shroud,’ she writes, ‘is a work of art, bearing all characteristics of a fraud 

designed to provoke popular piety and to obtain all the familiar benefits of pilgrimages to 

miracle-working relics.’56 However, as I will maintain, the argument that the shroud would 

have been a work by an artist, and this informed Bazin’s line of thought, is untenable both 

from an historical and scientific point of view.  

                                                
54 Andrew, Dudley. What Cinema Is! West-Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell (2010): p.138  

55 Ibid., p. 138 

56 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 204 
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Even though carbon-dating analysis might have solved the question of the cloth’s 

age,57 the enigma of its image nevertheless remains to this day unsolved. In fact, several 

scientific studies are conclusive about the shroud’s non-artifactual character: a detailed 

medical examination of the physiological accuracy of the bloodstains on the shroud, for 

instance, indicates ‘a departure from artistic tradition,’58 and extensive image formation 

analyses conclude that ‘the image does not reside in an applied pigment.’59 Moreover, it is by 

means of its nonrepresentational qualities that Vignon argued for the shroud’s authenticity as 

an acheiropoieton:  

However extraordinary it may seem that the two surfaces of a human body should be 
found thus marked on the Shroud, there is no ground for supposing that they were 
drawn, stained, or painted by man. A glance shows us how difficult it would have 
been for an artist to produce such an effect by pictorial work. Moreover, the result 
could never have satisfied those who might have instigated such extraordinary work.60  
 

Vignon’s reasoning here is based on the same premise as Bazin’s ontogeny argument: as we 

have seen with the shark-attack on film, it is because of rather than despite its dissemblance 

that this category of images created in absence of human agency gains in authenticity. 

                                                
57 For more on the carbon-dating analyses of 1988, see: Damon et al. “Radiocarbon Dating of the 

Shroud of Turin.” Nature, Vol. 337 No. 16 (1989). This study concluded with ‘a calibrated 
calendar age range with at least 95% confidence for the linen of the Shroud of Turin of AD 
1260-1390 […]. These results therefore provide conclusive evidence that the linen of the 
Shroud of Turin is medieval’ (p. 614). Though this particular study appears to solve the 
mystery of the shroud, dating it to medieval times, and thereby implicitly confirms the 
artefact hypothesis, recent research by Raymond N. Rogers scrutinizes the validity of its 
results: ‘The disappearance of all traces of vanillin from the lignin in the shroud indicates a 
much older age than the radiocarbon laboratories reported. […] It is thus very unlikely that 
the linen was produced during medieval times’ (Rogers, Raymond N. “Studies on the 
Radiocarbon Sample from the Shroud of Turin.” Thermochimica Acta, Vol. 425 (2005): p. 
191). Moreover, based on an examination of the sample that was used for carbon dating, he 
concludes that ‘[…] the material from the radiocarbon area of the shroud is significantly 
different from that of the main cloth. The radiocarbon sample was thus not part of the 
original cloth and is invalid for determining the age of the shroud’ (Rogers, p. 193).  

58 Massey, E. Wayne. “An Interpretation of the Hand and Arm Markings of the Shroud of Turin.” 
The Hand, Vol. 12, No. 1 (1980): p. 75  

59 Rogers, Raymond N. and Schwalbe, L.A. “Physics and Chemistry of the Shroud of Turin: A 
Summery of the 1978 Investigation.” Analytica Chimica Acta, Vol. 135 (1982): p. 44 

60 Vignon, The Shroud of Christ, p. 18 
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Rather than viewing Bazin’s reference influenced by an irreverent aftermath of 

carbon-dating procedures, then, it is historically more accurate to understand his inclusion in 

light of its contemporaneous discourse surrounding the shroud that was then often spiritually 

motivated, such as Toi qui es-tu? by Paul Claudel (1936), a text with which Bazin might in 

fact have been familiar.61 About the photographed shroud, Claudel writes:  

More than an image, it is a presence! […] More than a presence, it is a photograph 
[…] For a photograph is not a portrait made by human hand. It is difficult to believe 
that this detailed, negative impression of Christ’s body […] is a phenomenon that is 
purely natural.62  
 

From his side, Bazin indeed clearly addresses the non-artifactual nature of the photographic 

image: 

Tous les arts sont fondés sur la présence de l’homme; dans la seule photographie nous 
jouissons de son absence. Elle agit sur nous en tant que phénomène “naturel,” 
comme une fleur ou un cristal de neige dont la beauté est inséparable des origines 
végétales ou telluriques.63, xx 

 

Bazin never delves into the spiritual aspect of the shroud’s origins, but rather points to its 

shared ontogeny with the photographic image, and in no way mounts an apology for the 

authenticity of the shroud. Instead, he appears to make a more modest claim: photography is 

a “natural phenomenon” created in absence of human agency, and the shroud of Turin 

functions in the ontology argument as its iconic precedent. Where Claudel’s devout 

Catholicism pervades his reception of the shroud as not merely a natural phenomenon and 

thereby hints at the divine (‘It is difficult to believe that [it] is a phenomenon that is purely 

natural’), Bazin is without a doubt less pious in his argument on the psychological power of 

relics in relation to photography: he stresses the natural creation rather than the divine, and 

correspondingly steps away from an “anthropocentric utilitarianism” of the painted portrait:  

                                                
61 Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, p. 135 

From his side, however, Joubert-Laurencin maintains that Bazin’s reference to the shroud is 
ironic and that it pertains to the study of psychology, rather than following Claudel’s 
religious enthusiasm.  

62 Paul Claudel, cited in Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, pp. 199-200  

63 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 13 
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La fabrication de l’image s’est même libérée de tout utilitarisme anthropocentrique. Il 
ne s’agit pas de la survie de l’homme, mais plus généralement de la création d’un 
univers idéal à l’image du réel et doué d’un destin temporel autonome.64, xxi 

 

Bazin thus appears to have a very specific reason for including the photograph: we can now 

confirm that the implied connection between the shroud of Turin and the medium of 

photography lies precisely in the particular genesis of the image as acheiropoieton.   

                                                
64 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 10 
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3.4 Accidental Beauty: the Principle of Doubt and Organic Effects 

 

 In his rejection of the index-argument, Tom Gunning supports a counter-essentialist 

interpretation of Bazin; similarly, the acheiropoetic ontology of the photographic image 

supports the return to an ancestral creation myth. Furthermore, its affinities with the 

ontogeny-argument proves to be better suited in Bazin’s mind-set than the “visual accuracy 

and recognisability” alternative. From this perspective, the ontogeny-argument does not as a 

matter of course prohibit montage or computer generated imagery, since the relationship 

between image and reality, as I have argued, is best understood in terms of a wager: a gain in 

one, involves the loss of the other.  

 The case for the ontogeny-argument in a digital context can be made, for instance, in 

relation to the visual effects in The Tree of Life (Terrence Malick, 2011), which were 

indispensable but which Terrence Malick, known for his emphatic rejection of artificial light 

for instance, found ‘intellectually hard to see as appropriate in his films.’65 For instance, 

when shooting the dinosaur scene, which for obvious reasons necessitates the use of CGI, 

Malick insisted the primeval animals be created to exceed the limits of the frame, so as to 

enhance their natural feel (Fig. 3). Furthermore, the backgrounds used for these CGI 

simulations were shot without prescribed positions for the dinosaurs in mind; in fact, many 

were taken from different periods in Malick’s career, some film material dating back to the 

1970s and had been stored in friend’s refrigerator.66 For the film’s most enigmatic sequence, 

the formation of the earth (Fig. 4), Malick rejected CGI and instead embraced the so-called 

“organic effects” created by visual effects coordinator Douglas Trumbull, who also worked 

on 2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968) to name but one of his science-fiction 

projects. Combining the unpredictability of chance events with natural formations, these 

                                                
65 Glass, Dan. “The Tree of Life Featurette: Effects.” Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation 

(2011) [Accessed 28/05/2014] <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_eD6oeEMm_M>  

66 Glass, Dan. “Making of The Tree of Life.” YouTube (13/06/2013) [Accessed 28/05/2014] 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fsqslqHDuCs>  
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effects were intended to ‘create elements, not shots,’67 a principle that proves effective in 

recreating the formation of earth (Fig. 5-6):  

[Malick] continued to be very interested in what I call “organic effects.” And I said: “I 
think that we can do some of the things you want, using liquids and cloud-tanks and 
things like that.” And he said: “Yes, that’s the way I’d like to go!” What I saw in the 
very first day of shooting with Terry was that he was looking for what he calls “the 
doubt:” the unexpected, mysterious, beautiful, circumstantial event that would occur 
that none of us could plan; he couldn’t plan it, I couldn’t plan it. And I realized what I 
had to do was create a circumstance where it can occur, or something unusual can 
occur. So I would just say: “Let’s just try something on a sheet of glass, with water 
running over, and we’ll sprinkle paint on there. I don’t know if it’s going to look like 
a galaxy or stars, or if it’s going to look like some exploding supernova. We don’t 
know what it’s going to be, or how we’re going to use it, but I’ll try to create a whole 
pallet of events that we would shoot with a phantom camera with about 1000 frames a 
second.”68  

 
The entire film’s aesthetics flow from this principle of a “benefit of the doubt:” from the 

narrative structure, which is overtly built on the notion of a wager,69 an accidental butterfly 

caught on screen, to the entire set, which was constructed in such a way that the camera could 

at any moment change its prescribed movement, if necessary.70 By using water- and cloud 

tanks, creating patterns with liquids, paint and smoke such organic effects enhance chance 

and eliminate predictability, which accompanies the design:  

Everybody’s converted to CGI and I’m totally into organic effects and so one of the 
things that, for me, came about as a result of working on The Tree of Life was a 
complete conviction that it’s definitely the way that I want to go, because mysterious, 

                                                
67 Trumbull, Douglas. “Tree of Life: Special Effects Legend Douglas Trumbull talks about working 

with Terrence Malick.” Steve TV (23/12/2011) [Accessed 28/05/2014] 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KTsrveff4xM>  

68 Trumbull, Douglas. “The Tree of Life Featurette: Visual Effects Legend Douglas Trumbull.” 
Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation (2011) 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qeaVwcypiSs>  

69 The opening lines, for instance, are taken from Job 38: 4-7, citing a line from God’s answer to 
Job (“Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?”), who had questioned his 
faith after repeated misfortune despite his piety. Grace’s story mirrors Job’s misfortunes and 
the entire narrative of the film further develops around the notion of a wager between the 
way of Nature symbolized by the father, and the way of Grace: the mother.  

70 “Making of The Tree of Life.” YouTube (13/06/2013) [Accessed 28/05/2014] 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fsqslqHDuCs>  
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unexpected things occur that you can’t design, and you can’t think of, or you can’t 
draw. And they remain exciting on the screen.71 

 
Here, Trumbull reasons like Bazin: no matter how faithful the drawing, because of its 

inscribed anticipation it cannot convey the eventuality of organic effects, or in bazinian 

terms: natural phenomena. The formation scene in The Tree of Life thus combines several 

elements that altogether extend the natural phenomenon of photography into a contemporary 

digital context: authentic because unpredictable, and acheiropoietic, both on an ontogenetic 

level (the organic effects) as well as on the level of the subject (the ancestral world created 

before mankind).  

 

   

   

   

 

 

                                                
71 Trumbull, “Featurette,” <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qeaVwcypiSs>  

Fig. 3 The ancestral creation myth Fig. 4 CGI dinosaurs out of frame 

Fig. 5-6 “Organic effects”	  shot with high-speed cameras using cloud tanks and smoke 
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 The principle of doubt in The Tree of Life echoes the previously discussed 

documentary authenticity as Bazin understood it: unpredictable and irreproducible, Malick’s 

aesthetics follow the qualitative logic of cinematic specificity. It comes to the foreground, for 

instance, in Bazin’s appreciation of chance and reality itself as catalysts for an authentic 

cinematic event, which he articulates in a paragraph on Paris 1900 (Nicole Vedrès, 1947), as 

he comments on the coincidence of impressionist aesthetics with a grainy archival image of 

Claude Monet:  

Pourquoi la transposition de valeurs involontaire exclusivement due à l’émulsion de la 
pellicule utilisée à l’époque et au contre-type, rend-elle le coin de jardin où Monet est 
en train de peindre exactement semblable aux plus impressionnistes des tableaux du 
peintre? 

Je m’adresse maintenant aux metteurs-en-scène: pourquoi pleut-il précisément quand 
on dégrade un sergent et quand Déroulède prononce son discours? Pourquoi le ciel se 
met-il tout seul à l’unisson de l’événement plus sûrement que la plus subtile ambiance 
de studio? En un mot, comme en cent, pourquoi le hasard et la réalité ont-ils plus de 
talent que tous les cinéastes du monde?72, xxii 

 

In 1945 Bazin already formulated the answer to this question, as he introduces the first in a 

series of logical reversals that guide the Ontology-essay: ‘Sur la photographie, image 

naturelle d’un monde que nous ne savions ou ne pouvions voir, la nature enfin fait plus que 

d’imiter l’art: elle imite l’artiste.’73, xxiii 

 But it is not only impressionism, which Bazin sees in nature’s creativity. In “Le Film 

scientifique: beauté du hasard” (1947), later reprinted in Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? under the 

title “À propos de Jean Painlevé,” he praises the scientific films of the biologist filmmaker 

Jean Painlevé (1902-1989) and applies the same logical reversal from a surrealist perspective, 

describing what he terms “accidental beauty:”   

C'est à l'extrême pointe de la recherche intéressée, utilitaire, dans la proscription 
la plus absolue des intentions esthétiques comme telles, que la beauté 
cinématographique se développe par surcroît comme une grâce surnaturelle. Quel 
cinéma “d'imagination” eût pu concevoir et réaliser la fabuleuse descente aux enfers 
de la bronchoscopie, où toutes les lois de la “dramatisation” de la couleur sont 
naturellement impliquées dans les sinistres reflets bleuâtres dégagés par un cancer 
visiblement mortel? Quels trucages optiques eussent été capables de faire naître le 

                                                
72 Bazin André (1947). “À la recherche du temps perdu: Paris 1900.” In: Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?  

Tome 1: Ontologie et langage. Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (1959): p. 43 

73 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 16 
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ballet féerique de ces animalcules d'eau douce s'ordonnant par miracle sous l'oculaire 
comme en un kaléidoscope? Quel chorégraphe de génie, quel peintre en délire, quel 
poète pouvait imaginer ces ordonnances, ces formes et ces images? La caméra seule 
possédait le sésame de cet univers où la suprême beauté s'identifie tout à la fois à la 
nature et au hasard: c'est-à-dire à tout ce qu'une certaine esthétique traditionnelle 
considère comme le contraire de l'art. Les surréalistes seuls en avaient pressenti 
l'existence, qui cherchaient dans l'automatisme presque impersonnel de leur 
imagination le secret d'une usine à images.74, xxiv 

 

As a biologist and filmmaker, Painlevé continually promoted cinema both as a tool for 

scientific research and a means to popularize science, presenting his work to the Académie 

des sciences, whose members remained highly sceptical throughout his career, and lay 

audiences alike.75 From the formation of liquid crystals (Cristaux liquides, 1978), the 

voracity of freshwater microorganisms (Assassins d'eau douce, 1947), the love life of an 

octopus (Les Amours de la pieuvre, 1967), to an impersonation of F. W. Murnau’s 

expressionist Nosferatu by a vampire bat (Le Vampire, 1945): in the cinematic universe of 

Painlevé, the camera literally becomes nature’s pencil, of which Bazin writes that ‘qui n'a pas 

vu cela ignore jusqu'où peut aller le cinéma.’76, xxv Chasing after the ephemeral and the 

unintentional, the script for his films depended entirely on the aleatory cinematography of 

nature:  

                                                
74 Bazin, André (1947). “À propos de Jean Painlevé.” In: Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Tome 1: 

Ontologie et langage. Paris: Éditions du Cerf (1959): p. 37 

75 In 1928, Painlevé screened his first film Œufs d'épinoche at the Academy and in so doing 
followed the example of the medical doctor, inventor of microphotography and precursor of 
scientific cinema Jean Comandon (1877-1970), who was the first in France to shock the 
scientific community with ‘entertainment for the ignorant,’ as Georges Duhamel put it 
(Painlevé, Jean (1982) in Hazéra, Hélène and Dominique Leglu. “Jean Painlevé Reveals the 
Invisible.” Trans. Janine Herman. In: Science is Film: The Films of Jean Painlevé. Eds. 
Andy Masaki Bellows, Marina McDougall and Brigitte Berg. Cambridge: The MIT Press 
(2000): p. 172). The struggle against elitism ties Painlevé to Bazin, who in his very first 
cinema-essay dating from 1942 defended its social aesthetics against the dismissal of literary 
criticism (see: Bazin, André and Jean-Pierre Chartier. “Peut-on s’intéresser au cinéma?” 
Maison des lettres, December 1942). Criticized by the Academy but praised by the avant-
garde, Painlevé would often edit three versions of the same film: ‘So with my films, I made 
one version for scientists, a second for universities, and a third, which was shorter and set to 
music, for general audiences. You must sort out your audiences. But the real question is: is it 
your right to do this or is it your obligation?’ (Painlevé, cited in “Painlevé Reveals the 
Invisible,” p. 179). Undoubtedly, both Bazin and Painlevé understood this popularization by 
film (of science, but also theatre and literature) as the filmmaker’s duty.   

76 Bazin, “Painlevé,” p. 39 
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The great disappointment is the inability to immediately record unexpected events, 
rare and fleeting occurrences that leave one flabbergasted: a butterfly striking a 
female with its wings and treading upon her to give her a foretaste of home life; an 
octopus, swimming backwards, right into the mouth of a conger.77  

 
In these specific instants, Bazin understands natural aesthetics to assimilate and even surpass 

both the impressionist painter as well as the surrealist artist. Comparable to Malick’s organic 

effects and his principle of doubt, Painlevé seeks the excitement of cinema in the mysterious 

revelation of natural phenomena: ‘there is an infinite field of magnificent and continual joys 

that prevents us from completely elucidating the mystery or the miracle.’78  

 In fact, by viewing photography and cinema within the tradition of acheiropoieta, one 

not only does justice to the “bazinian text,” which speaks of relics, imprints and the image as 

a natural phenomenon; the reference to an age-old paradigm also supports Bazin’s counter-

determinist conception of the invention of cinema. From this perspective, Bazin’s reference 

to the shroud speaks clearly to his ontological argument concerning cinema as the art of 

reality: ‘la création d’un univers idéal à l’image du réel,’79xxvi which prefigures the 

description of integral realism in his subsequent essay of Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? To 

conclude this series of chapters on the world and its image in Bazin, I will return again to his 

notion of a myth of total cinema, which I understand to be the backdrop for a repeated 

interest in exploration film, and through that for his ontological argument. 

                                                
77 See: Painlevé, Jean (1935). “Feet in the Water.” Trans. Jeanine Herman. In: Science is Film: The 

Films of Jean Painlevé. Eds. Andy Masaki Bellows, Marina McDougall and Brigitte Berg. 
Cambridge: The MIT Press (2000): p. 136 

78 Painlevé, Jean (1931). “Mysteries and Miracles of Nature.” Trans. Janine Herman. In: Science is 
Film: The Films of Jean Painlevé. Eds. Andy Masaki Bellows, Marina McDougall and 
Brigitte Berg. Cambridge: The MIT Press (2000): p. 123 

79 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 10 
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Chapter IV: Myth, Invention and Imagination 

“Le mythe directeur de l’invention du cinéma est donc 
l’accomplissement de celui qui domine confusément toutes les 

techniques de reproduction mécanique de la réalité qui virent le jour 
au XIXe siècle, de la photographie au phonographe. C’est celui du 

réalisme intégral, d’une recréation du monde à son image, une image 
sur laquelle ne pèserait pas l’hypothèque de la liberté d’interprétation 

de l’artiste ni l’irréversibilité du temps.”1, i 

 
 André Bazin’s repeated reference to exploration films like Kon Tiki (Thor Heyerdahl, 

1950) and Victoire sur l’Annapurna (Marcel Ichac, 1953) reflects their importance in his 

body of critical work. It is especially striking that, each time, Bazin praises the film’s 

pictorial imperfection: from the perspective of a natural image, he seeks the directing myth of 

cinema’s invention in the venerable desire for the “recreation of the world in its own image.” 

That Bazin takes recourse to relics pertaining to selected scenes from the road to Calvary is 

thus not surprising, since the notion of the image, the negative imprint and dissemblance all 

play a crucial role in Christian faith.  

 Bazin deepens the analogy between the biblical discourse on images in his description 

of the myth of cinema, which he formulates as a retake of the imago dei into an exposé on 

integral realism: corresponding to a departure from anthropocentrism (‘God created mankind 

in His own image,’ Genesis 1:27), cinema is the ‘recreation of the world in its own image.’2 

From this perspective, the Ontology-argument then announces a New Testament, so to speak: 

as a natural image it is redeemed from linear perspective, which Bazin condemned as ‘le 

péché originel de la peinture occidentale.3, ii As I will argue subsequently, Bazin’s discourse 

on the natural image of cinema, combined with his interest in exploration film, invokes the 

biblical theme of idolatry and the old testament embargo on “graven images,” which reads:  

                                                
1 Bazin, André (1946). “Le Mythe du cinéma total.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du 

Cerf  (2008): p. 23 

2 Bazin, André (1945). “Ontologie de l’image photographique.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: 
Editions du Cerf (2008): p. 17 

3 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 12  

See also my analysis of the notion of perspective in the ontology-essay, cf. infra 6.2 A 
Perspective on 3-D: “Relief en équations” 
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Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is 
in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 
(Exodus 20:4)  
 

Bazin explicitly charges cinema with the task of recreating, precisely, the world in its image, 

which explicates the importance of the theme of exploration in Bazin’s oeuvre. In this 

manner, from a philosophical point of view, Tom Gunning understands the myth of total 

cinema against the “expansive” background of the world: 

The worldhood of the world forms the ultimate referent of the myth of total cinema. 
Thus total cinema does not posit a Hegelian universal totality but rather the 
phenomenological image of the world as bounded by a horizon, and it is in the nature 
of a horizon to be expanded.4 

 
The limits of cinema, Gunning suggests, are ever expanding – as is the universe; and the 

desire to extend those limits guides the argument Bazin develops throughout “Le Mythe du 

cinéma total” in terms of a combined inventive and imaginative driving force. In exploration 

films like Kon-Tiki and Victoire sur l’Annapurna Bazin saw the reconciliation of reality (or 

the world) with its image, and his essays on the topic of exploration film are therefore fully in 

line with the ontological argument as well as his myth of total cinema, which could in fact be 

termed “the myth of the graven image.” In his review of Jacques-Yves Cousteau and Louis 

Malle’s Le Monde du silence (1956), Bazin most clearly describes the evolution of film in a 

direct analogy with human exploration: 

Assurément il y a un aspect dérisoire dans la critique du Monde du silence. Car enfin 
les beautés du film sont d'abord de celles de la nature et autant donc vaudrait critiquer 
Dieu. Tout au plus de ce point de vue nous est-il permis d'indiquer que ces beautés, en 
effet, sont ineffables et qu'elles constituent la plus grande révélation que notre petite 
planète ait faite à l'homme depuis les temps héroïques de l'exploration terrestre. On 
peut aussi remarquer que, pour la même raison, les films sous-marins sont la seule 
nouveauté radicale dans le documentaire depuis les grands films de voyages des 
années 20 à 30.5, iii 

 

                                                
4 Gunning, Tom. “The World in its Own Image: The Myth of Total Cinema.” In: Opening Bazin:  

Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. 
New York: Oxford University Press (2011): p. 125 

5 Bazin, André. “Le Monde du silence.” France observateur (1/03/1956): n.pag.  
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The linkage between cinema, the graven image and human exploration, as I will maintain, is 

on-going throughout Bazin’s oeuvre: having explored the earth beneath, the great voyage 

films of the 20s and 30s, Bazin praises the new discoveries of Cousteau and Malle in the 

water under the earth. A very similar aspiration toward unexplored territories underlies the 

age-old dream of human flight in heaven above, which Ovid calls the “unknown arts” to 

which Daedalus turns in his narration of the Icarus myth.6 In the following pages, I hope to 

demonstrate that Bazin repeats the analogy between cinema and Icarus both in his Myth-

essay as well as his critique of Le Monde du silence, and he does this in affirmation of 

imagination as the venerable driving force of the invention of cinema.  

 

 

  

                                                
6 Ovid (8 AD). Metamorphoses. Trans. Stanley Lombardo. Cambridge: Hackett Publishing 

Company (2010): p. 396 
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4.1 Icarus and the Imagination of Cinema  

 

 In “Le Mythe du cinéma total,” Bazin develops this argument from a technological 

point of view, against the dictates of industry and war. These technologies that enable the 

continuation of human exploration, namely ships, U-boats and so-called “frogmen”, but also 

more recently airplanes and space rockets, could arguably be attributed to an imperialist and 

cruel combat-machine, which would draw parallels between cinema and war (or cinema and 

imperialism).7 But Bazin clearly distances himself from such an approach, and argues that 

cinema partakes in a much more ancient myth of human flight, namely the myth of Icarus:  

Certes, on trouverait sans doute d’autres exemples, dans l’histoire des techniques et 
des inventions, de la convergence des recherches, mais il faut distinguer celles qui 
résultent précisément de l’évolution scientifique et des besoins industriels (ou 
militaires) de celles qui, de toute évidence, les précèdent. Ainsi le vieux mythe d’Icare 
a dû attendre le moteur à explosion pour descendre du ciel platonicien. Mais il existait 
dans l’âme de tout homme depuis qu’il contemplait l’oiseau.8, iv 

 

Bazin’s mention of the myth of Icarus in this passage is anything but anecdotal, and indeed in 

itself crystallizes his ontological project. Portrayed here as preceding the antiheros of a 

technological invention, driven either by financial profit (the Lumière brothers and Thomas 

Edison) or scientific achievement (Marey et al.), Bazin places Icarus among those “fanatics, 

the maniacs, the disinterested pioneers” who had first imagined cinema.9 Cinema, of course, 

                                                
7 See primarily Paul Virilio’s War and Cinema: Logistics of Perception in particular his chapter 

entitled “Cinema Isn’t I See, It’s I Fly” in which he argues that ‘Since the battlefield has 
always been a field of perception, the war machine appears to the military commander as an 
instrument of representation, comparable to the painter’s palette and brush. […] For men at 
war, the function of the weapon is the function of the eye. It is therefore quite understandable 
that, after 1914, the air arm’s violent cinematic disruption of the space continuum, together 
with the lighting advances of military technology, should have literally exploded the old 
homogeneity of vision and replaced it with the heterogeneity of perceptual fields [original 
emphasis]’ (Trans. Patrick Camiller. London: Verso (1989): p. 20).  

While industry usually shows itself particularly interested in warfare, the myth of Icarus in 
Bazin’s writing posits a radically different view on the origins of cinema as combining a 
technological invention with an age-old dream of human flight.  

8 Bazin, “Mythe,” p. 24 

9 Ibid.  
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is an inherently mechanical art, but Bazin subordinates the technological inventions, which 

gradually attain ‘l’imitation intégrale de la nature,’10, v to the power of imagination: ‘Tous les 

perfectionnements que s’adjoint le cinéma ne peuvent donc paradoxalement que le 

rapprocher de ses origines. Le cinéma n’est donc pas encore inventé.’11, vi To solidify these 

views, Bazin relies on the Icarus myth, which links cinema with dreams of human flight and 

the history of aviation.12 , (vii) 

“Airplanes are not tools for war. They are not for making money. Airplanes are 

beautiful dreams. Cursed dreams… waiting for the sky to swallow them up,” declares the 

Italian aircraft designer Count Caproni in Hayao Miyazaki’s critically acclaimed animation 

film, The Wind Rises (2013). The film tells the story of Jiro, a Japanese boy who dreams of 

flying airplanes, but his poor eyesight might keep him from realizing this dream. In the 

opening scene, he flies a small airplane over the city and countryside when, suddenly, his 

view is disturbed by a colossal, war-like flying machine. The goggles do not fit over his thick 

glasses and, cross-eyed, Jiro falls like Icarus back to earth (Fig. 1). After an imaginary 

conversation with his mentor Caproni, he realizes he can be an engineer instead of a pilot, as 
                                                

10 Ibid., p. 23 

11 Ibid. 
12 Incidentally, about a decade after Bazin’s Myth-essay, the French philosopher and 

anthropologist Edgar Morin evokes the same dream of human flight in the opening chapter of 
Le Cinéma, ou l’homme imaginaire (1956), entitled “L’Avion, le cinéma:” ‘As the nineteenth 
century dies it bequeaths us two new machines. Both of them are born on almost the same 
date, at almost the same place, then simultaneously launch themselves upon the world and 
spread across continents. They pass from the hands of the pioneers into those of operators, 
crossing a "supersonic barrier." The first machine realizes at last the most insane dream man 
has pursued since he looked at the sky: to break away from the earth. Until then, only the 
creatures of his imagination, of his desire—the angels—had wings. This need to fly, which 
arises, well before Icarus, at the same time as the first mythologies, seems to all appearances 
the most infantile and mad. It is also said about dreamers that they do not have their feet on 
the ground. Clement Adler's feet, for an instant, escaped the ground, and the dream finally 
came to life’ (The Cinema, or the Imaginary Man. Trans. Lorraine Mortimer. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press (2003): p. 5). Morin in fact cites a passage from Bazin’s “Le 
Mythe du cinema total” in this same chapter, and pushes the affirmation of imagination even 
further: ‘But is not the inventor himself possessed by his imagination before he is hailed as a 
great scientist? Is a science nothing but a science? Is it not always, as its inventive source, 
daughter of a dream? […] The technical and the dream are linked at birth.’ (p. 9).   

Bazin’s influence is clearly tangible here, and he in fact considered this book to be ‘le plus 
important de la bibliographie française d’après guerre’ (“L’Homme imaginaire et la fonction 
magique du cinéma.” France observateur (09/13/1956): p. 17). He furthermore argues that 
Morin lays bare the mythical appeal of cinema: ‘Avec le cinéma, la civilation est revenue au 
plus près du mythe archaïque et peut-être le plus universel’ (Ibid.).  
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“engineers turn dreams into reality,” as Daedalus did. Against the background of the Second 

World War, Miyazaki views the human desire for flight from an openly pacifist mind set: 

where bombs only add weight to already bulky aircrafts, Jiro wants to design airplanes light 

as air (Fig. 2). Partly fictionalized from a novel by Hori Tatsuo, The Wind Has Risen (1936-

1937), from which Miyazaki borrows the title (itself being a line from Paul Valéry’s Le 

Cimetière marin13), the two protagonists of the film are based on historical figures: Italian 

aircraft designer Giovanni Battista Caproni (1886–1957), whose company built bombers for 

the Italian air force, and Jiro Horikoshi (1903-1982), known for designing the Mitsubishi 

A6M Zero fighter that was used in the Pearl Harbor attacks in 1940. From this perspective of 

“airplanes that don’t return,” Miyazaki questions the perversions of wartime all the while 

affirming the pacifist force of imagination, as Bazin does in the reference to Icarus. The film 

gradually merges Jiro’s dreams with the harsh reality of a devastating war and personal loss, 

as his wife Naoko dies from tuberculosis. In the final sequence, Jiro meets Caprino again in 

his dream world, which is now a land covered with plane wrecks under a sky clouded by 

burning cities: “it’s the land of the dead.” Valéry’s poem clearly guides the film from 

beginning to end: “entre les tombes,” despite such disasters, out of the clear blue sky “le vent 

se lève” and Jiro must try to live!  

 

   

       

 Bazin’s choice for the history of aviation speaks for itself, as it is a history of trial but 

mostly error, including “bird-men,” tower jumping, and strap-on wings. Not only did these 

                                                
13 As I will argue extensively later on, it is around this particular poem that Bazin constructs his 

critique of Le Monde du silence, ultimately making the formalist statement that accompanies 
his Myth-argument (cf. infra, Chapter VI: A Matter of Form). 

Fig. 1 Jiro’s Icarian nightmare Fig. 2 Airplanes light as air: le vent se lève 
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attempts to defy gravity precede their development as war-technologies, but they were indeed 

driven by a similar imaginative force, on which Blaise Pascal, whose Pensées directly inform 

Bazin’s Ontology-essay, wrote:  

It is that deceitful part in man, that mistress of error and falsity, the more deceptive 
that she is not always so; for she would be an infallible rule of truth, if she were an 
infallible rule of falsehood. But being most generally false, she gives no sign of her 
nature, impressing the same character on the true and the false. I do not speak of 
fools, I speak of the wisest men; and it is among them that the imagination has the 
great gift of persuasion. Reason protests in vain; it cannot set a true value on things.14  

 
Following imagination, as Daedalus did when he decides their escape should be through the 

sky, there is always the risk involved of melting wings, to use Ovid’s formulation: of 

“unknown arts” turning into “ruinous arts.”15 Cinema, then, is not only the story of its 

technological invention: ‘Niepce, Muybridge, Leroy, Joly, Demeny, Louis Lumière sont des 

monomanes, des hurluberlus, des bricoleurs ou, au mieux, des industriels ingénieux.’16, viii 

Bazin’s affirmation of imagination also implies the combined effort of Daedalus’ ingenuity 

and the audacity of Icarus, who against his father’s advice flew too close to the sun which 

melted his wings. The story of Icarus symbolizes the blind courage of ‘les fanatiques, les 

pionniers désintéressés,’17, ix like Franz Reichelt foolishly jumping off the Eiffel tower, or 

explorers like Heyerdahl, Herzog and Lachenal, who each in their own way took a “giant leap 

for mankind.” While their audacity did not, as Reichelt’s did, take their lives, the toll of 

Herzog and Lachenal’s endeavour was high, as they both returned physically exhausted by 

the almost inhumane conditions, such as lack of oxygen and extreme frostbite, that announce 

what mountaineers call the “death zone” beyond 8000 meters. Their descent is telling: with 

amputated fingers and toes, unable to walk and carried by Sherpa’s, their journey pushed the 

limits of human exploration to a new height, after which Herzog famously exclaimed that ‘il 

y a d’autres Annapurnas dans la vie des hommes!’x  

 
                                                

14 Pascal, Blaise (1670). Pascal’s Pensées. Trans.W.F. Trotter. New York: E.P. Dutton & Co. 
(1958): p. 24 

15 Ovid, Metamorphoses, p. 398 

16 Bazin, “Mythe,” p. 19 

17 Ibid.,  p. 24 
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4.2 On Other Annapurnas  

“Ce qui compte davantage, c’est l’ouverture probable sur de nouvelles 
connaissances et de nouvelles possibilités techniques, c’est le courage 

et les vertus personnelles de Gagarine, c’est la science qui a rendu 
possible l’exploit et tout ce que, à son tour, cela suppose d’esprit 

d’abnégation et de sacrifice. Mais ce qui compte peut-être par-dessus 
tout, c’est d’avoir quitté le Lieu. Pour une heure, un homme a existé 

en dehors de tout horizon - tout était ciel autour de lui, ou, plus 
exactement, tout était espace géométrique. Un homme existait dans 

l’absolu de l’espace homogène.”18, xi 

 

 This memorable passage combines the virtues of human recklessness alongside 

technological advancement against the background of a launching space age. These words are 

from Emmanuel Lévinas, not from Bazin; yet, in some ways they could have been his. As I 

maintained earlier, these three elements combined, namely exploration, audacity and 

technological progress, are equally constructive of Bazin’s myth of total cinema. From a film 

historical point of view, then, Bazin’s myth of total cinema agrees to a similar orientation 

toward technology, which accounts for the prescience of the myth of Icarus in contemporary 

cinema: facing new challenges “on other Annapurnas,” beyond the safe haven of the earth’s 

atmosphere.  

Bazin died only a couple of years prior to the cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin’s legendary 

orbit around the earth in 1961, but he wrote the “Le Mythe du cinema total” in November 

1946 against the backdrop of a very specific unmanned space-mission in the aftermath of the 

Second World War that finally included the heavens above into the camera’s reach. More 

precisely, on 26 October 1946 a V2 rocket successfully captured approximately 1.600.000 

square miles of the earth’s curvature on 35 mm film (Fig. 3), this very rocket that was 

originally designed by German scientists as an instrument of war to target cities such as 

London, Antwerp and Liège.19 After this rocket film, even at this early stage, space 

                                                
18 Lévinas, Emmanuel. “Heidegger, Gagarine et nous.” In: Difficile liberté. Essais sur le judaïsme. 

Paris: Albin Michel (1976): p. 301 

19 For original footage of the V2 rocket, see: “V2 Camera Views of Earth, 1946.” Air and Space 
Magazine (November 2006) [Accessed 28/05/2014] 
<http://www.airspacemag.com/videos/category/space-exploration/v2-camera-views-of-
earth1946/?no-ist#ooid=1tbjYyMTqS88mcv-3HLuHi2xXFw9oG38>  



Today, Icarus 

131 

exploration was evincing influence from Bazin’s Icarian myth: first, in a robotic photograph 

of the crescent of earth, followed by the famed “earth-rise” colour picture and the most 

widely distributed photograph in existence, nicknamed the “Blue marble.” From Stanley 

Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), at the time of release a remarkably accurate 

science-fiction film, to the three dimensional spectacle of Gravity (Alfonso Cuarón, 2013): 

the heavens above now fully partake in our imagination.  

To return to the context of documentary and exploration film, which has been my 

point of entry into Bazin’s myth of total cinema, I want to invoke an image from Andrei 

Ujica’s Our of the Present (1999), a documentary made with found footage shot by 

cosmonauts Sergei Krikalev and Anatoli Artsebarski on one of their missions in outer space. 

Their return to earth after 310 days in space shows remarkable parallels with Herzog’s 

descent: practically paralyzed due to muscle atrophy, they are pulled out of their capsule like 

rag dolls and carried around in portable hospital chairs. When a Soviet officer wipes 

Krikalev’s forehead, the circle is complete (Fig. 4): decades after Bazin, here again, ‘le 

cinéma est là, voile de Véronique sur le visage de la souffrance de l’homme.’20, xii  

 

   

       

 

  

                                                
20 Bazin, André (1953-1954). “Le Cinéma et l’exploration.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma?  Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 34  

Fig. 3 First photograph taken by a V2 rocket  Fig. 4 Veronica’s veil in Out of the Present  
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4.3 Icare sous-marin: Freed from Terrestrial Chains 

 

 Bazin is not the first to take recourse to a mythical paradigm in an argument against a 

prematurely proclaimed decadence of art.21 Centuries before him, Alberti took on a similar 

challenge applied to painting, by circumstantially crediting Narcissus for the invention of 

painting: ‘[…] I had the habit of telling my friends that the inventor of painting, according to 

the poets, was Narcissus.’22 In “The Inventor of Painting” (2010), Hubert Damisch further 

elaborates on Alberti’s claim, as he assigns to the myth of Narcissus a similar methodological 

purpose:  

Alberti is not interested in the historical origins of painting. […] the fable of 
Narcissus […] is only invoked in De Pictura for theoretical reasons, and not for 
narrative of picturesque purposes. Alberti had little concern to know when and where 
painting appeared for the first time, and did not much care to have empirical evidence 
of its beginnings or to learn of its first concrete developments. What mattered to him 
was to expose what this art consisted of and to offer a working definition of it to 
painters.23 

 
Though Alberti’s critical method was inherently prescriptive and in so being can be said to 

differ from Bazin’s, the myth-paradigm functions in both cases as a critique to the historical 

approach.24 We know by now that Bazin rejects a technologically determinist framework, and 

                                                
21 Indeed, a large portion of Bazin’s critical work is invested in understanding realism, via the 

acceptance of the sound film, as a gradual fulfilment of cinema’s vocation rather than its 
decadence (cf. supra, 1.1.1 “You must speak!” Total Cinema and the Myth of Charlot).  

22 Alberti, De Pictura (1435), cited in Damisch, Hubert. “The Inventor of Painting.” Oxford Art 
Journal, Vol. 33, No. 3 (2010): p. 306 

23 Ibid., p. 309  

24 According to Damisch, Alberti’s De pictura was intended to be prescriptive rather than 
historical: ‘Alberti does not write on painting: he endeavors to produce an “art” or, as 
[Erwin] Panofsky accurately translated it, a “theory,” which would be useful for painters 
who were his audience’ (Damisch, “The Inventor of Painting,” p. 309).  

Bazin’s myth of total cinema is motivated by an aversion to encyclopaedic and exhaustive 
film histories comparable to Alberti’s; the latter’s intention to compose a working definition 
of painting, furthermore, is reminiscent of Bazin’s views of film criticism as symbiotic with 
filmmaking (cf. supra, 1.1 Myth versus Histoire générale).  
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it is the combination of the exploratory spirit and the subsidiary role of technology which 

inspires him to view not Narcissus, but Icarus as the inventor of cinema.  

It is ultimately in Le Monde du silence that Bazin then sees the fulfilment of his 

anecdotal mention of Icarus in “Le Mythe du cinéma total,” as the film’s aesthetics derive 

from ‘la satisfaction d'un immémorial désir humain: l'affranchissement de la pesanteur. Il se 

pourrait que le rêve d'Icare ait commencé avec sa chute dans l'océan. Le ciel était à nos pieds; 

il commence de nous révéler ses merveilles.’25, xiii However, Bazin does not do away with 

technology completely. His argument is less straightforward: while bulky airplanes 

eventually enabled a certain freedom of terrestrial chains, it is in the ocean that man, finally, 

“flies with his arms:”  

J'indique seulement qu'il ne s'agit pas du symbolisme attaché à l'eau superficielle, 
mobile, ruisselante, lustrale, mais plutôt de l'Océan: de l'eau considérée comme une 
autre moitié de l'univers, milieu à trois dimensions, plus stable et homogène d'ailleurs 
que l'aérien et dont l'enveloppement nous affranchit de la pesanteur. Cette libération 
des chaînes terrestres est aussi bien symbolisée au fond par le poisson que par 
l'oiseau, mais traditionnellement, et pour des raisons évidentes, le rêve de l'homme ne 
se déployait guère que dans l'Azur. Sec, solaire, aérien. La mer scintillante de lumière 
n'était au poète méditerranéen qu'un toit tranquille où marchent les colombes, celui 
des focs et non des phoques. 

C'est finalement la science plus forte que notre imagination qui devrait, en révélant à 
l'homme ses virtualités de poisson, réaliser le vieux mythe du vol, bien davantage 
satisfait par le scaphandre autonome que par la mécanique bruyante et collective de 
l'avion aussi bête qu'un sous-marin, aussi dangereux qu'un scaphandre à tuyaux et à 
casque.26, xiv 

 

The scuba set [scaphandre autonome], for instance, was one of many inventions that came 

from the world’s first diving club Les Sous l’eau (pun intended), founded by Yves le Prieur 

and Jean Painlevé, whose father, Paul Painlevé’s scientific work both on fluid mechanics and 

aviation27 might have fuelled the filmmaker’s outspoken admiration for the subaquatic 

                                                
25 Bazin, André. “Le Monde du silence: Icare sous-marin.” Radio cinéma télévision, 26/02/1956: p. 

44  

26 Bazin, “Le Monde du silence,” n. pag. 

27 Berg, Brigitte. “Contradictory Forces: Jean Painlevé, 1902-1989.” In: Science Is Film: The Films 
of Jean Painlevé. Eds. Andy Masaki Bellows, Marina McDougall and Brigitte Berg. 
Cambridge: The MIT Press (2000): p. 27 
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universe. In order to accommodate his continued underwater exploration and his scientific 

curiosity, technology was indeed indispensable. In “Le Cinéma scientifique” (1955), for 

example, he praises high-speed filming, magnetic sound recording, and filmed radioscopy;28 

and in “Les Pieds dans l’eau” (1935) he writes that ‘whatever improvements had been made 

were quickly cancelled out by new needs. Just like airplanes, the cameras we construct are 

obsolete the moment we try to use them.’29 Similarly, Bazin claims that technology does not 

determine what cinema is (our desire for flight existed the moment we first observed birds), 

but innovations do provide further advancements toward the gradual fulfilment of this desire, 

often in an almost counter-intuitive, accidental manner (under water, not through the air). In 

Bazin’s words, ‘[…] tous [changements] qui ont une importance réelle et qui enrichissent le 

patrimoine cinématographique sont en étroite liaison avec la technique: et celle-ci en 

constitue l’infrastructure.’ 30, xv 

 The human desire for flight and the figure of Icarus form the backbone, either 

implicitly or explicitly, for a great portion of Bazin’s oeuvre: seemingly anecdotal in “Le 

Mythe du cinéma total,” Icarus becomes the protagonist in a significant portion of Bazin’s 

writings on exploration film. In the following chapters, I propose that the desire for flight 

implicitly supports Bazin’s rigorous analysis of painting and cinema, in which he further 

develops a “new cosmology of film,” largely based - quite literally - on a change of 

perspective.   

  

                                                                                                                                                  

Paul Painlevé (1863-1933) was a mathematician and acclaimed scientist, known for the his 
excellent work in solving differential equations that would inform his interest in mechanics 
as well as his study of human flight. He also accompanied Wilbur Wright on his first 
passenger-flight and became France’s first minister of aviation (Berg, “Contradictory 
Forces,” p. 5). 

28 See: Painlevé, Jean (1955). “Scientific Film.” Trans. Janine Herman. In: Science Is Film: The 
Films of Jean Painlevé. Eds. Andy Masaki Bellows, Marina McDougall and Brigitte Berg. 
Cambridge: The MIT Press (2000): pp. 160-169 

29 Painlevé, Jean (1935). “Feet In the Water.” Trans. Janine Herman. In: Science Is Film: The 
Films of Jean Painlevé. Eds. Andy Masaki Bellows, Marina McDougall and Brigitte Berg. 
Cambridge: The MIT Press (2000): p. 138 

30 Bazin, André (1948). “William Wyler ou le janséniste de la mise en scène.” Qu’est-ce que le 
cinéma? Tome 1: Ontologie et langage. Paris: Éditions du Cerf (1958): pp. 156-157  
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PART III. Perspectives on the Centrifugal Screen 

 
 André Bazin’s affirmation of cinema as the art of reality lays the foundations of what 

he would later on develop in detail as the so-called “centrifugal” force of cinema. On film, as 

in reality, no single moment prevails over another, because there is no ontological preference 

of one moment over the other: cinema and reality, as I have argued previously, are ultimately 

equal. The idea of a pregnant moment, reaching its peak in the “catalepsie convulsive”1, (i) of 

baroque painting, is fundamentally alien to what Bazin describes as the “image-fait” of 

cinema. In his extensive enquiry into the relation between painting and cinema, Bazin 

pinpoints their fundamentally diverging ontologies as centripetal versus centrifugal, to which 

I will turn now. The world of a painting, Bazin argues, is fundamentally different from that of 

cinema: ‘L’infinité d’un paysage de [Jean-Baptiste-Camille] Corot est une infinité intérieure 

à l’existence du tableau, elle ne saurait se confondre avec l’infinité de la nature sous peine (ce 

qui serait absurde) de s’y substituer.’2, ii The space on screen is not an enclosed vacuum, but 

is instead fundamentally part of an ‘infinite sphere whose centre is everywhere and whose 

circumference is nowhere.’3 Where the existence of a painting depends first on the frame and 

the canvas, the existence of film relies primarily on a pre-existing reality, to the point where 

in specific cases this principle entails the annihilation of cinema itself (cf. supra, 2.1 The 

Paradox of Authenticity: Bazin’s Shark and Schrödinger’s Cat). In its most pure form, 

there is ‘dans l’illusion esthétique parfaite de la réalité: plus de cinéma.’4, iii Bazin’s notion of 

                                                
1 Bazin, André. “Ontologie de l’image photographique.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions 

du Cerf (2008): p. 14 

With this oxymoronic term “catalepsie convulsive,” or cataleptic spasms, Bazin refers to the 
necessity in Baroque painting to find in the instant the illusion of movement: ‘sorte de 
quatrième dimension psychique capable de suggérer la vie dans l’immobilité de l’art 
baroque’ (Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 11).  

2 Bazin, André. “A Propos de Van Gogh. L’Espace dans la peinture et le cinéma.” Arts, Vol. 210 
(15/04/1949): p. 7  

3 Pascal, Blaise (1670). Pascal’s Pensées. Trans. W.F. Trotter. New York: E.P. Dutton & Co. 
(1958): p. 17 

4 Bazin, André (1949). “Voleur de bicyclette.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  
(2008): p. 309 
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the centrifugal screen, I will argue in the subsequent chapter, incorporates this dilemma 

between image and reality: the image is a fact (fait), a ‘fragment de réalité brute’5, iv that 

exists somewhere in reality, even if it is absent from the screen. As I will argue now, this 

affirmation of the existence of an object regardless of its absence on screen is constitutive in 

Bazin’s extensive study of painting and cinema, through which he explains the ontology of 

film as centrifugal.  

 In this third part of my research, I elaborate on Bazin’s notion of the “centrifugal 

screen” via a selection of references to both painting and poetry in his writing. First, I will 

follow up on the Icarian analogy in the Myth-essay, by analysing a specific reference to 

Pieter Bruegel’s Landscape with the Fall of Icarus through which I situate Bazin alongside 

W. H. Auden within a tradition of twentieth-century anti-war poetry. I then close-read the 

critiques of Alain Resnais’ Van Gogh (1948) as well as Vincente Minnelli’s Lust for Life 

(1956), in which Bazin develops his notion of a “new cosmology of film” and thereby aligns 

himself with Antonin Artaud’s conception of “mythic reality” and Georges Bataille’s studies 

on the painter’s supposed madness. In a second chapter, I further develop the relevance of 

Icarus throughout Bazin’s argument for integral realism via a scientific framework, more 

precisely the analogy he draws between centrifugal forces, gravity and buoyancy. In his 

critiques of Le Monde du silence, I have shown, Bazin proposes an excellent development of 

the Icarian origin myth of cinema (cf. supra, 4.3 Icare sous-marin: Freed from Terrestrial 

Chains). Alternately subtitled “A quoi rêvent les poissons?” and “Icare sous-marin,” these 

writings establish direct parallels between swimming and flight, between water and air. In 

final chapter, I draw this analogy back to Paul Valéry’s Le Cimetière marin (1920), which 

directly informed Bazin’s views on the poetic interplay between reality and image, and 

subsequently his renewed conception of form versus content. If the myth of total cinema was 

developed out of a defence for sound cinema as a next step towards integral realism, I will 

here reconsider Bazin’s essay on stereoscopy, dating from 1952, from the perspective of the 

contemporary discourse on three-dimensional cinema as affirming the foundations of Bazin’s 

myth of total cinema. Rather than turning its back to realism, I will argue, recent 3-D films, 

Adieu au language (Jean-Luc Godard, 2014) and Every Thing Will Be Fine (Wim Wenders, 

2015) in particular, put 3-D at use to attain the integration of image with reality. 

                                                
5 Bazin, André. “Le Réalisme cinématographique et l’école italienne de la Libération.” Esprit, Vol. 

141 (1947): p. 79 
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Chapter V: Cinema and Painting 

“[…] l’écran, en dépit d’une apparente similitude avec le cadre du 
tableau, entretient avec l’image des rapports essentiellement opposés. 

L’écran de cinéma n’est pas un cadre, mais un cache, il ne sert pas à 
montrer, mais à réserver, à isoler, à choisir.”1, i  

 

To explain the notion of an “image-fact” in more detail, André Bazin introduces a 

definition of cinema that references a sequence from Jean Cocteau’s Le Sang d’un poète 

(1930). In the second episode of the film, the poet and a statue are stuck in a room, from 

which there is only one exit: the mirror. Against common sense, the statue tells him: “Indeed, 

but you have written that one does enter mirrors, and still you don’t believe it! Try it!” After 

diving into the mirror, he floats (or flies) through a boundless space (Fig. 1). He then arrives 

in the hallway of the Hôtel folie dramatique with a series of closed doors that, despite his 

firm efforts, remain closed. So he looks through the keyhole, and sees and hears a variety of 

things: a slow-motion execution of a Mexican in rewind, a Chinese shadow play, a little girl’s 

flying classes, a hermaphrodite, etc. (Fig. 2). From this sequence, Bazin concludes that:  

On admettra du moins que tout ce que nous voyons au cinéma est perçu comme réel, 
c’est-à-dire comme participant d’un espace uniformément étendu ou, en d’autres 
termes, d’un univers. L’une des plus justes définitions du cinéma est celle de Jean 
Cocteau: “la réalité vu à travers un trou de serrure.” Ce que la serrure nous cache ne 
cesse pas pour autant d’exister en dehors de notre champ visuel.2, ii 

 

The episode of Le Sang d’un poète condenses two aspects that Bazin considers fundamentally 

cinematographic, i.e. centrifugal: the screen as a mirror and as a mask (un cache). That which 

is not visible on screen (or in the mirror and through the keyhole) still exists in reality. To 

think otherwise would be like assuming that nothing exists behind a door because it is closed. 

From this perspective, the doorknob, according to Bazin, is the opposite of cinema’s 

centrifugal image:  

[…] c’est encore le contraire de la mise en scène genre “bouton de porte” où la 
couleur du ripolin, l’épaisseur de la crasse sur le bois à hauteur de main, le brillant du 

                                                
1 Bazin, André. “A Propos de Van Gogh. L’Espace dans la peinture et le cinéma.” Arts, Vol. 210 

(15/04/1949): p. 7 

2 Ibid., p. 7 
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métal, l’usure du pêne sont autant des faits parfaitement inutiles, des parasites 
concrets de l’abstraction qu’il siéra d’éliminer.3, iii 

 

Being the opposite of the shot [plan], which I have previously discussed as fundamentally 

alien to Bazin’s views on integral realism (cf. supra, 2.4 Integral Realism: Reality and 

Cinema “Ultimately Equal”), the centrifugal image gives way to and assumes what lies 

beyond the screen, whereas the painterly image thanks its existence to the surface of the 

centripetal canvas. Cocteau’s poet embodies this paradigm shift: where a mirror implies the 

superficial gaze of Narcissus, the surface here gives way to a three-dimensional world. As I 

hope to demonstrate throughout the following pages, Bazin’s studies on cinema and painting 

develop alongside a comparable shift in perspective, in which the surface of a painting is 

transformed into a universe that takes on the spatial properties of lived, three-dimensional 

perception.  

 

   

    

                                                
3 Bazin, André. “Le Réalisme cinématographique et l’école italienne de la Libération.” Esprit, Vol. 

141 (1947): p. 80 

Fig. 1 Walking through the mirror  Fig. 2 Flying classes 
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5.1 “How Everything Turns Away:” Bruegel Cinematographer 

 

 By way of introduction to the extensive topic of cinema and painting in Bazin’s body 

of work, I want to first look at one particular painterly reference in his critique of Le Monde 

du silence: Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s Landscape with the Fall of Icarus (1556), around which 

he then constructs his entire analysis (Fig. 3). He writes:  

Dans l’admirable tableau de Breughel, Icare tombant à l’eau dans l’indifférence 
agreste préfigure Cousteau et ses compagnons plongeant au large de quelque falaise 
méditerranéenne, ignorés du paysan qui gratte son champ en les prenant pour des 
baigneurs.4, iv 

 

Bazin’s description of the masterpiece pinpoints precisely the fundamentally centrifugal 

aspects of the cinema screen: reduced to a detail, the tragedy of Icarus loses its prominence in 

the painting (his feet and some feathers are its only reminders). Moreover, Landscape with 

the Fall of Icarus also offers a significantly original take on the classical myth, which ‘perd 

toute son importance à côté de cette nouvelle conception du cosmos.’5, v In fact, Bazin’s 

description noticeably centres on those elements of the painting which are originally and 

uniquely Bruegel’s, of which Charles De Tolay wrote:  

[…] il n’y a pas de doute que Bruegel n’ait recouru directement au texte [d’Ovide] car 
il est le premier à avoir représenté le paysan au labour, le Pasteur appuyé sur son 
bâton, le pêcheur la ligne à la main. Mais il le fait en reversant ce même texte: au lieu 
de contempler avec étonnement Dédale et Icare volant dans le ciel pareils à des dieux, 
le paysan insouciant poursuit son travail, le Pasteur tournant le dos à Icare, regarde 
fixement devant lui dans le vide et le pêcheur reste absorbé par sa pêche; la perdrix 
même, à qui Ovide fait battre des ailes pour railler éternellement Dédale, reste ici 

                                                
4 Bazin, André. “Le Monde du silence.” France observateur (1/03/1956): n. pag.  

5 De Tolnay, Charles. Pierre Bruegel l’ancien. Brussels: Nouvelle société d’éditions (1935): p. 28  

Much has been written on Bruegel’s interpretation of the Icarus myth, see for example: 
Baldwin, Robert. “Peasant Imagery and Bruegel’s Fall of Icarus.” Konsthistorisk 
Tidskrift/Journal of Art History, Vol. 55, No. 3 (1986): pp. 101-114; Harries, Karsten. 
Infinity and Perspective. Cambridge: The MIT Press (2002): pp. 93-103; De Vries, Lyckle. 
“Bruegel’s Fall of Icarus: Ovid or Solomon?” Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for the 
History of Art, Vol. 30, No. 1-2 (2003): pp. 4-18  
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immobile sur sa branche; mieux encore, le navire près duquel se déroule la 
catastrophe prend le large, voiles gonflées, vers le soleil.6, vi 

 

Admittedly, Bazin’s ekphrasis in the critique of Le Monde du silence is rather brief and at 

first sight perhaps isolated from the painting-cinema question, but the fact that he reiterates 

the indifference of the peasant as well as the ignorance of Icarus’ tragedy unfolding in the 

background strongly suggests that he picked up on a more general contemporary interest in 

the old master’s work, which reinterprets the painting and the myth of Icarus from a modern 

perspective. The resonances between the painting, Bazin’s citation and its recent reiterations 

allow us to view in Bruegel’s work a particularly cinematographic ontology. In this manner, 

the brief citation becomes instrumental in what Bazin describes in his essays on painting and 

cinema in terms of a “new cosmology of film,” just like Bruegel’s painting that, as his critics 

generally agree, offers a “new conception of the cosmos.”7   

                                                
6 Ibid., p. 29 

7 On Bruegel’s “cosmology,” see for example: Alpers, Svetlana. Art of Describing. Dutch Art in 
the Seventeenth Century. Chicago: University of Chicago Press (1983), in particular her 
analysis of the “mapping impulse” in his paintings (pp. 133-136), which she relates back to 
the Alexandrian astronomer Claudius Ptolemy’s ideas from the Geography (145 AD). From 
a cinematic perspective, Tom Conley in Cartographic Cinema (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2007) first looks at Bazin’s Icarus anedote to construct his general 
argument: ‘to each film its map’ (p. 5), and in a later chapter also refers to the work of 
Ptolemy in a specific discussion of maps as they appear in The Gladiator (Ridley Scott, 
2002).  

Ptolemy’s work is indeed intriguing when it comes to the “new cosmology” or worldview in 
cinema. In his astronomical study, the Almagest (150 AD), Ptolemy describes the apparent 
motion of the stars and planets based on observations, and lays the foundations for a 
cosmology that holds earth at the centre of the universe. His calculations fit within ancient 
Greek physics that intended to “save the appearances [sozein ta phainomena],” as the French 
mathematician Pierre Duhem (1861-1916) famously wrote (Sōzein ta phainomena: essai sur 
la notion de théorie physique de Platon a Galilée. Paris: Librairie scientifique A. Hermann 
et fils, 1905). With the Copernican revolution in the Sixteenth century, the Ptolemaic 
cosmological model was replaced by a heliocentric worldview. It seems to me that Bazin 
might be tipping into these issues, when he writes at the outset of his Ontology-essay that it 
is a photographic image’s primordial function to ‘sauver l’être par l’apparence’ (Ontologie, 
p. 9); in any case, the notion of “cosmology” clearly guides his analysis of Vincent van 
Gogh’s aesthetics transformed on screen, cf. infra 5.2.2 Two Revolutions on Film: 
Geographic Temporality.  
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5.1.1 W.H. Auden: Icarus as an Anti-War Statement 

“La première fois que tu t’es retrouvé devant ce tableau, ton œil avait 
été attiré immédiatement par le chemisier rouge du laboureur; plus 

tard, en découvrant Icare, à droite de la composition, tu avais souri. 
Aussitôt, une étrange litanie a commencé à résonner dans ta tête. Ça a 

duré toute l’après-midi: un homme laboure son champ; un berger 
regarde le ciel; un bateau navire lentement vers un port; la mer est 

calme; un homme se noie.” 

(Claudio Pazienza, Tableau avec chute, 1996)vii 
 

 During the course of the twentieth century, Bruegel’s version of the Icarus myth has 

gained remarkable attention, following the initiative of the Anglo-American poet W.H. 

Auden’s Musée des Beaux-Arts, written in December 1938 during a visit to the Royal 

Museum of Fine Arts in Brussels and published the following year. Auden begins his poem 

with the more general approach of the Old Masters to the theme of human suffering in an 

always apathetic setting, and then picks up the Bruegelian indifference in the Icarus painting:  

Fig. 3 Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1556) 
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About suffering they were never wrong,  
The Old Masters; how well, they understood  
Its human position; how it takes place  
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;  
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting  
For the miraculous birth, there always must be  
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating  
On a pond at the edge of the wood:  
They never forgot  
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course  
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot  
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse  
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.  
In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away  
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the plowman may  
Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,  
But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone  
As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green  
Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen  
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,  
Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.8 
 

Auden reinterprets the painting within the zeitgeist of the period, shaded by social apathy and 

anxiety following the Great War, as a wakeup call: as Alexander Nemerov argues, ‘this is 

Bruegel’s aesthetic lesson to other artists of the 1930s and 1940s about the incorporation of 

social content.’9 Following Auden, several poets and painters have repeated the reference to 

Bruegel’s Icarus, giving it an enduring significance in relation to the contemporary concerns 

of a century marked by wartime: ‘in both the original work and modern versions, life 

continues – the fall of Icarus fails to disturb the harmony between man and nature.’10  The 

                                                
8 Auden, W. H. (1939). “Musée des Beaux-Arts.” In: Collected Poems: Auden. Ed. Edward 

Mendelson. New York: Vintage Books (1991): p. 179 

9 Nemerov, Alexander. “The Flight of Form: Auden, Bruegel, and the Turn to Abstraction in the 
1940s.” Critical Inquiry, Vol.31, No.4 (2005): p. 804  

Nemerov reads Musée des Beaux-Arts against the backdrop of Journey to a War (published in 
1939), in which Auden and Christopher Isherwood recount their travels to China during the 
Sino-Japanese war (1937-1945) as they witnessed an air raid on the city of Hankow: ‘Aerial 
machines, squinting upwards, innocent victims - these experiences so fresh in Auden’s mind 
must have given the fate of Bruegel’s falling boy a contemporary resonance’ (Nemerov, p. 
785).  

10 Bernstock, Judith E. “Classical Mythology in Twentieth-Century Art: An Overview of a 
Humanistic Approach.” Artibus et Historiae, Vol. 14, No.27 (1993): p. 179 
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shared interpretation of Bruegel’s Icarus as an address to social apathy in wartime implicitly 

builds on a lesser-known etching by the painter, which portrays the fall of Icarus in a much 

more dramatic setting. In Man of War Sailing to the Right; Above, the Fall of Icarus (1561-

1562), Daedalus is there, witnessing his son’s tragedy as it happens, and instead of “calmly 

sailing on,” the ship is caught in a stormy ocean (Fig. 4). The title of this etching deliberately 

frames the mythic tragedy from the point of view of war: in Bruegel’s time, the man-of-war 

was a vehicle of war, armed with canons and driven by sails rather than oars, which were the 

usual propellers of combat ships like galleys for example. The ship is in fact identical to the 

one in Landscape with the Fall of Icarus: by the look of the wind in its sails, we know now 

that this ship is going to war. Where in Bruegel’s etching, then, Icarus’ tragedy is 

dramatically aligned with the implied sufferings of wartime, his subsequent painting depicts 

war, in Auden’s words, from a “human position; how it takes place while someone else is 

eating or opening a window or just walking dully along.” These recent reiterations of 

Bruegel’s interpretation of Icarus indeed raise pertinent questions regarding the social impact 

of documenting epic tragedies (like war or indeed a little boy falling from the sky), while 

elsewhere life goes on. As the old proverb, often associated with Bruegel’s painting, has it: 

“no plough stands still just because a man dies.”11   

Bazin, too, was sensitive to such apathy imbued by times of war,12 and the reference 

to Landscape with the Fall of Icarus is in that sense fully in line with the twentieth-century 

revived interest in the Icarus myth. In it, the prevalence of painting in Bazin’s oeuvre finds 

                                                                                                                                                  

For instance, incorporating the myth of Icarus on war in painting, there are Felice Casorati (Icarus, 
1936), Henri Matisse (Icare, 1943), Pablo Picasso (La Chute d’Icare, 1958), Anselm Kiefer 
(Icarus, March Sand, 1981); from the side of the poets, William Carlos Williams 
(Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, 1960), Anne Sexton (To a Friend Whose Work Has 
Come To Triumph, 1962).  

11 Glück, Gustav. Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Trans. E. B. Shaw. London: Commodore (1936): p. 24 

12 We know from the correspondence with his close friend Guy Léger in 1940 that Bazin’s 
depression caused by the German invasion of France had everything to do with his ‘guilt at 
being so far from the front, but he realized that his urge toward self-sacrifice was hardly 
patriotic. It stemmed, he said, from a massive sense of personal worthlessness’ (Andrew, 
Dudley. André Bazin. New York: Oxford University Press (2013): p. 33). Later that year, as 
Andrew writes, Bazin actively engaged with others in ‘sorting out the political, philosophic, 
and moral disaster that had fallen on their country and was being accepted with disgusting 
effortlessness’ (Ibid., p. 34). From this perspective, Bazin’s firm belief in a fundamentally 
social aesthetic of film can thus be viewed in light of a cultural movement that sought in the 
arts the moral re-armament against social apathy. 
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itself especially concerned with cinematographic realism. In fact, the phrase in Auden that 

most pertinently describes this indifference – he writes: ‘how everything turns away’ - 

already carries the kernels of Bazin’s invention of the “image-fait” in post-war neo-realist 

cinema (cf. supra, 2.4.1 No moment suprême: Bazin Opposes Ellipsis (and Photogénie)). In 

his extensive studies on cinema and painting, to which I will return later on in this chapter, 

Bazin further develops this view in terms of a “centrifugal screen” of cinema. In Bruegel’s 

Icarus, everything turns away from the centre of the drama: all the characters and even the 

sheep in the foreground have their backs turned to Icarus. In this manner, the painting 

presents the tragedy of mythical proportions as a fait divers of no bigger or lesser importance 

than a ploughman, shepherd, fisherman and some sailors going about their everyday business. 

In the Bruegel example, we see clearly that unlike the so-called “pregnant instant” of 

painting, its realism derives from the ontological equality of events, which is inherently 

cinematographic. In Bazin’s words, cinema is ‘une imprimerie de la réalité,’13, viii rather than 

a succession of front-page events.  

 

        

       

                                                
13 Bazin, André (1954). “Le Langage de notre temps.” In: Regards neufs sur le cinéma. Eds. 

Jacques Chevallier and Max Egly. Paris: Éditions du Seuil (1963): p. 7  

Fig. 4 Man of War Sailing to the Right; Above, the Fall of 
Icarus, Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1561-1562) 
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The interplay between front-page news and faits divers surfaces in Claudio Pazienza’s 

documentary film Tableau avec chute (1997), which captures the implications of Bruegel’s 

message well: dressed in a red shirt, like the dutiful ploughman, and with a print of 

Landscape with the Fall of Icarus and a camera at hand, Pazienza sets out to ask the Belgians 

(his own parents, professors, the prime minister, his neighbours, those on social welfare) 

what they see in this painting (Fig. 5). “Icare nage, des deux côtés de la frontière 

linguistique.”ix Most people do not notice Icarus, either taking him for a bather or, perhaps, 

someone is drowning. “But this happens here as well,” a Flemish woman remarks: 

“Sometimes people are just looking, and something happens and they don’t do anything 

either.” By setting the documentary against the background of several nationwide revolts in 

the nineties,14 Pazienza explores the social and political involvement of a people in specific 

historical events: Bruegel’s painting of Icarus poses the question concerning “la distance 

entre celui qui regarde et ce qui est regardé.”x Why do certain events make us instantly drop 

whatever we are doing, while others leave us cold; and what role do images play in our 

closeness to tragedies that, to take on a French phrase, “ne nous regardent pas” (Fig. 6)? 

Against social apathy, Pazienza’s interpretation of Icarus follows the centrifugal principle of 

human reality: the documentary as “un hymne à l’homme aux pieds ancrés sur terre.”xi 

Pazienza’s take on Icarus aligns perfectly with Bazin’s statement that ‘tout film est un 

documentaire social!’15, xii 

 

 

                                                
14 E.g. large-scale strikes against educational reform, the child abuse cases of Julie and Melissa, An 

and Eefje and Sabine and Letitia, the nationwide “white march” following the dismissal of 
their investigating magistrate Jean-Marc Connerotte: these current affairs put the finger on 
injustice and flaws in the judicial system that mobilized the Belgians to speak out against the 
government. 

15 Bazin, André. “Tout film est un documentaire social.” Les Lettres françaises, No. 166 
(25/07/1947) 
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This declaration directly follows from the ontological equality of events on screen 

(Bazin’s notion of image-fait) combined with an acknowledgment of the wide-ranging 

mythic proportions these may take on in the media. In his documentary, Pazienza extends the 

place of television and current affairs in relation to Bruegel’s Icarus, via the surrealist painter 

René Magritte’s image of a pipe (which is not a pipe) to discuss the (sur)reality of these 

mediatized images in our contemporary society: “Même à tes yeux, tout ça a fini par ne plus 

être réel. Pourtant, tout est là, et tout est irréfutablement vrai.”xiii Bazin, from his side, writes 

that:  

La distinction logique de l’imaginaire et du réel tend à s’abolir. […] La photographie 
représentait donc une technique privilégiée de la création surréaliste puisqu’elle 
realise une image participant de la nature: une hallucination vraie.16, xiv 

 

Bazin further develops this inherent surreality in his article “Tout film est un documentaire 

social” (1947):  

The realist destiny of cinema – innate in photographic objectivity – is fundamentally 
equivocal, because it allows the “realization” of the marvelous. Precisely like a 
dream.17  
 

                                                
16 Bazin, André (1945). “Ontologie de l’image photographique.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 16 

17 Bazin, André (1947). “Every Film is a Social Documentary.” Trans. Paul Fileri. Film Comment, 
Vol. 44, No. 6 (2008): p. 40 

Fig. 5 Bruegel’s Icarus and the documentary  Fig. 6 The printing press of reality 



Perspectives on the Centrifugal Screen 
 

 
148 

It is in this strange overlap between fiction and reality that Bazin locates the “secret reality” 

of film: ‘The oneiric character of cinema, linked to the illusory nature of its image as much as 

its lightly hypnotic mode of operation, is no less crucial than its realism.’18 Bazin’s 

description of film as a “social documentary” asserts both the reality-claim inherent to 

photography as well as its hallucinatory, dreamy existence: as Marco Grosoli puts it in his 

analysis of this essay, ‘again this is the paradox of realism as and through illusion.’19 To 

reformulate the famed example of Magritte, a photograph of a pipe is both an image and a 

pipe: the ontology of the photographic image forces us to accept the combined existence of 

object and image.  

Tackling the same issues at stake, the surrealist writer André Breton (1896-1966)20 

includes in First Papers of Surrealism (1942) a cut-out that reinterprets Bruegel’s Icarus in 

the context of the Second World War, with a particular reference to a news report on 

excessive bombings on Düsseldorf (Fig. 7). This print is featured in the section “On the 

Survival of Certain Myths and on Some Other Myths in Growth or Formation,”21 and clearly 

positions Bruegel’s Icarus in a new light. Breton radically changes the original composition: 

he eliminates the sky, the sun, the ocean and the field, and in doing so urges the viewer to 

combine all the characters involved into one diagonal strip, with the city at the top. Anna 

Blume describes Breton’s composition as follows:  

Breton cuts out this detail in the shape of the plowman’s foot. By doing this Breton 
leads us to wonder what the relationship might be between bombs at Dusseldorf, the 
single step of the plowman, and the falling Icarus.22 

                                                
18 Ibid. 

19 Grosoli, Marco. “Bazin: Film as Social Documentary.” New Readings, Vol. 11 (2011): p. 4 

20 In “The Surrealism of the Photographic Image,” Adam Lowenstein puts the connection between 
Bazin’s realism and Breton’s surrealism in plain words: ‘Bazin’s sense of the photographic 
experience as a union of perception and imagination […] mirrors André Breton’s vision of a 
surrealist union between dream and reality […]’ (“The Surrealism of the Photographic 
Image: Bazin, Barthes, and the Digital Sweet Hereafter.” Cinema Journal, Vol. 46, No. 3 
(Spring 2007): p. 56).  

21 Breton, André and Marcel Duchamp. First Papers of Surrealism. New York: Coordinating 
Council of French Relief Societies (1942) 

22  See Anna Blume’s full discussion of this cut-out in “In the Wake of Production: A Study of 
Bruegel’s Landscape with the Fall of Icarus.” In: The Delegated Intellect: Emersonian 
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“Detail: Bruegel,” the print’s subheadings reads. By aligning one detail (Icarus falling) with 

another (the ploughman’s foot), Breton pushes the analogy of the image-fait as fait divers: a 

devastating war takes the form of an unimportant, almost banal instant; and vice versa. 

Taking into account the other textual element in the composition, Breton furthermore 

explicitly frames the tragedy of Icarus in an address to the role of news reporting media: 

“Düsseldorf has been bombed yesterday for the fiftieth time. (The Newspapers).” When in 

reality, to use Auden’s phrase, “everything turns away,” Breton’s reorganization as well as 

Pazienza’s documentary film allude to the role of reporting media in our assessment of reality 

as image.23 From an historical, ontological and mythical point of view, then, the myth of total 

cinema shows itself to be particularly concerned with the place of cinema in our assessment 

of image as reality, but also of reality as image – a really existing hallucination.  

                                                                                                                                                  
Essays on Literature, Science, and Art in Honor of Don Gifford. Ed. Donald E. Morse. New 
York: Peter Lang (1995): pp. 240-241 

23 Given the implied opposition in Bazin’s notion of “image-fait” with Jean Epstein’s “photogénie” 
(cf. supra, 2.4.1 No moment suprême: Bazin Opposes Ellipsis (and Photogénie)), it is 
worth mentioning here that in an essay on television, “À la recherche de la télégénie” 
(1955), Bazin’s develops a third concept, which he terms “télégénie:” ‘The cinema will 
never film a biography of my concierge or my grocer, but on my TV set they can be 
admirable and astounding. Just as we stand all equal before death, all men are equal before 
television’ (“In Quest of Télégénie.” Trans. Dudley Andrew. In: André Bazin’s New Media. 
Oakland: University of California Press (2014): p. 46). In this case, Bazin appears to blend 
the ontological equality pertaining to the image-fait with the magnifying force of 
photogénie, a dialectic that certainly accompanies the current discussion.  
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There are two implications proceeding from Bazin’s short reference to Landscape 

with the Fall of Icarus that both concern the notion of the “centrifugal screen” of cinema, 

which I will discuss subsequently. First, it acknowledges that the centrifugal qualities of a 

particular sixteenth-century painting prefigure the cosmology of the cinema screen. In what 

follows, I maintain that such anachronistic influence between painting and cinema, 

suggesting that Bruegel would have painted according to a particularly cinematographic 

aesthetic, is not exceptional in Bazin’s views on art history, and indeed supports his notion of 

myth. Secondly, it is important to note that the fall of Icarus is the only mythical theme 

painted by Bruegel, whose usual subjects were either biblical or everyday sceneries, and that 

he interprets the myth in such a way that it decreases the mythical proportions of its 

traditional treatment: in short, and using Bazin’s terminology, he interprets a fundamentally 

painterly and centripetal subject in a centrifugal manner. As Judith Bernstock argues, 

‘twentieth century artists generally revive ancient myths as part of their search for a common 

Fig. 7 Cutout from Bruegel’s Icarus by André Breton (1942) 
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ground accessible to all,’24 and so the Icarian theme provides a platform for universal anti-

war statements. For Bazin to step into a contemporary revival of the Icarian theme, no matter 

how brief, in his critique of Le Monde du silence, is fully in line with the notion of “mythical 

reality” which, as I will explore in the following sections, emerges from his critical essays 

that cover the relation between cinema and painting.  

  

                                                
24 Bernstock, “Classical Mythology,” p.156 



Perspectives on the Centrifugal Screen 
 

 
152 

5.2 A New Cosmology of Film 

 

 The prominence of painting in Bazin’s oeuvre is exemplified by the contextual 

framework it sketches from the first version of “Ontologie de l’image photographique,” 

published in a collected volume Problèmes de la peinture (1945), where he assigns to 

painting the undeniable significance as a counter-reference to cinema. Photography and in 

extension cinema have changed painting because they freed ‘les arts plastiques de leur 

obsession de la ressemblance.’25, xv The initial interest in painting thus accompanies Bazin’s 

film criticism from the very beginning and culminates in his later essays, where he further 

develops this thesis in support of an impure cinema into a series on cinema and painting 

(1949), its relation to theatre (“Théâtre et cinéma,” 1951) and literature (“Pour un cinéma 

impur,” 1952). As with Bruegel’s Icarus, which had been picked up by poets and artists alike 

in a critique to social apathy, so too do these studies fit within a post-war endeavour to renew 

artistic forms and to revive its social implication. From this perspective, Bazin’s particular 

concern with cinema and painting is informed by both his views on the mythical origins of 

cinema as well as its social dimension, which crystallize in his encounter with the French 

existentialist philosopher Gabriel Marcel (1889-1973) and Swiss biologist Adolphe Portmann 

(1897-1982).  

 

5.2.1 Debates on Contemporary Art: Bazin, Marcel and Portmann  

 In “Pour un cinéma impur,” Bazin firmly embeds his anti-essentialist mind-set in the 

existentialist lemma, “existence precedes essence,”26 a common denominator under which 

Jean-Paul Sartre places himself alongside Marcel, despite the latter’s outspoken Christian 

perspective.27 While it is in these Sartrian terms that Bazin’s general views on film history 

                                                
25 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 12 

26 Bazin, André (1952). “Pour un cinéma impur. Défense de l’adaptation.” Qu’est-ce que le 
cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 102 

27 Sartre, Jean-Paul (1946). “Existentialism Is a Humanism.” In: Existentialism from Dostoyevsky 
to Sartre. Ed. Walter Kaufman, Trans. Philip Mairet. New York: Penguin Group (1975): p. 
349 
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can be explained (cf. supra, 1.2 Methodological Prudence: Existence Precedes Essence), 

his association with Marcel, as a literary critic, playwright, philosopher and, indeed, as a 

Christian remains to this day unconfirmed. Indirectly, Bazin’s affinity with Marcel is implied 

by the latter’s notion of “ontological exigency,” which Angela Dalle Vacche opposes to the 

Claude Mauriac’s views on “medium specificity,”28 and Dudley Andrew provides in his 

biography of Bazin the setting this plausible influence:  

Only recently did I [Andrew] learn that Marcel and Bazin conducted a dialogue on 
cinematographic art, which was broadcast on the radio in 1948. This doesn’t surprise 
me, as Marcel, a philosopher-playwright, like Sartre, who eagerly engaged the 
cinema, was also close to Bazin’s friend Amédée Ayfre.29 
 

Chaired by the poet Emmanuel Clancier, the roundtable discussion was in fact recorded at the 

Rencontres internationales de Genève around the necessity of renewal in the history of art.30 

The theme of the talk was fully in line with a general demand for change after the Second 

World War, as Clancier points out in his introduction:  

Depuis des années les peuples ont tellement soufferts qu’ils aspirent tous au 
changement. Chacun de nous, me semble-t-il, insatisfait du monde malheureux qui 
l’entoure, attend et souhaite plus ou moins que ce monde change. Il me semble que ce 

                                                
28 Dalle Vacche, Angela. “The Difference of Cinema in the System of the Arts.” In Opening Bazin: 

Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. 
New York: Oxford University Press (2011): p. 150 

Dalle Vacche references Jean Leirens’ Le Cinéma et le temps (p. 96; 110). In a passage on 
Bergsonian durée in Le Journal d’un curé de campagne (Robert Bresson, 1951), Leirens 
writes in a remarkably Bazinian fashion: ‘C’est sans doute le seul film à ce jour qui soit 
entièrement consacré à une peinture de l’homme “en dedans.” Le cinéma se rapproche ici de 
la peinture, mais dans le domaine où la peinture elle-même touche à la philosophie. Je ne 
formule d’ailleurs ces comparaisons que pour des motifs de commodité,  car il est vain de 
vouloir assigner des frontières aux arts’ (Leirens, Jean. Le Cinéma et le temps. Paris: 
Éditions du Cerf (1954): pp. 96-97). 

29 Andrew, André Bazin, p. xxx 

The exact broadcast Andrew references, is from 20 September 1948 on Tribune de Paris, 
which featured a debate between Bazin, Marcel and Swiss zoologist Adolphe Portman. The 
debate was held in the context of the third Rencontres Internationales de Genève on 
contemporary art, to which both Marcel as a keynote speaker and Bazin contributed.  

30 For a transcription of speeches and interviews, see: Débats sur l’art contemporain. Tome 3. 
Neuchâtel: Les Éditions de la Baconnière (1948) <http://www.rencontres-int-
geneve.ch/volumes_pdf/rig03.pdf> 
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désir, ce vœux de changement s’exerce aussi bien en ce qui concerne le domaine 
artistique, que le monde matériel ou le monde moral.31, xvi 

 

The conference in Geneva was organized to provide an interdisciplinary platform that fosters 

discussion on the role of contemporary art in post-war society. I have already elaborated on 

the importance of Bruegel’s Icarus from this historical perspective (cf. supra, 5.1.1 W.H. 

Auden: Icarus as an Anti-War Statement), and it is indeed in cinema’s particular interest 

in painting, more precisely in the post-war art documentary, that cinema at best shows its 

capacity of passport to other, perhaps less popular art forms. As Dalle Vacche writes: ‘By 

associating the art documentary with an avant-garde orientation, Bazin theorized the relation 

between cinema and painting with the hope that art and cinema together could generate a 

sensibility more open to the value of spirituality in daily life.’32 Precisely because of its 

popular character, film can bring about not only a renewal of artistic forms, but also a revived 

popular interest in other arts. In “The Art Documentary in the Postwar Period,” Dalle Vacche 

continues:  

After 1945, in order to avoid paralyzing pessimism and endless revenge, the hope and 
need for human outreach called for a communal effort towards good will, despite the 
echoes, the mistakes, and the loose ends from the past. […] Well aware of social 
struggles, religious divisions, and cultural boundaries, [Bazin] underlined cinema’s 
universal and egalitarian address. After 1945, there was a feeling of urgency about 
peace on earth. […] His hope was that well-made art documentaries could inspire 
audiences with new humanist, anti-anthropocentric values that would bring about a 
more tolerant, less greedy, and more self-critical mass culture.33 
 

In fact, a closer examination of this particular debate, which I provide subsequently, clearly 

shows that Marcel, Portmann and Bazin share distinctive ideas on the fundamentally social 

character of cinema, as well as the cross-influence between different art forms (literature, 

theatre, painting, photography and cinema).  

                                                
31 Clancier, Georges Emmanuel. “L’Art contemporain: faut-il renouveler l’art?” Tribune de Paris, 

20/09/1948 [Accessed: 20/02/2015] <http://boutique.ina.fr/art-et-culture/arts-du-
spectacle/audio/PHD85011662/l-art-contemporain-faut-il-renouveler-l-art.fr.html> 

32 Dalle Vacche, Angela. “The Art Documentary in the Postwar Period.” Aniki: Portuguese 
Journal of the Moving Image, Vol. 1, No. 1 (2014): p. 293 

33 Ibid., p. 299 
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 The relevance of this encounter for Bazin’s later work, comprising a large amount of 

essays on cinema and other arts, is indicated by the fact that most of his essays on these 

topics were published after this debate, i.e. the body of work which Andrew refers to as 

Bazin’s “ontogeny”-essays.34 In fact, Bazin’s general film historical orientation (‘Le cinéma 

n’est pas encore inventé!’35, xvii) aligns with the research interests of Portmann, the third 

member of this roundtable discussion and at the time zoology professor at the University of 

Basel, which was invested in the physiological prematurity of man (man is “an animal born 

too early”). From this biological perspective, Portmann fully embraces the suggestion to 

renew the arts: ‘Je suis tout à fait sûr que l’art doit se transformer, parce que l’art, et le sens 

esthétique, est une fonction humaine profondément enracinée dans tout notre être […].’36, xviii 

A similar biological undercurrent is clearly present in Bazin’s description of the interaction 

between cinema and painting, when he writes on Alain Resnais’ Van Gogh (1948):  

Comme un lichen né de la symbiose de l’algue et du champignon, la combinaison du 
cinéma et de la peinture a donné ici naissance à un être esthétique nouveau, son 
ontologie nous éclairera peut-être sur quelques lois fondamentales de l’existence de la 
peinture et du cinéma.37, xix 

 

As Dalle Vacche notes, underlining Bazin’s adherence to a biological framework: ‘The 

critic’s scientific vocabulary, here, is crucial: the lichen is the paramount example of organic 

or intermedial symbiosis.’38 From this frame of reference, Bazin’s views on painting and 

cinema, more precisely the new aesthetics born from their combined ontology, coincide with 

an art critical discourse on the necessity or possibility for artistic forms to renew 

themselves.39 Marcel, from his side, initially looks at the avant-garde for fulfilling this desire 

                                                
34 Andrew, Dudley. What Cinema Is! West-Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell (2010): pp. 110-122 

35 Bazin, André (1946). “Le Mythe du cinéma total.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du 
Cerf (2008): p. 23 

36 Portman, Adolphe. “L’Art contemporain: faut-il renouveler l’art?” Tribune de Paris, 20/09/1948 
[Accessed: 20/02/2015] <http://boutique.ina.fr/art-et-culture/arts-du-
spectacle/audio/PHD85011662/l-art-contemporain-faut-il-renouveler-l-art.fr.html> 

37 Bazin, “Van Gogh,” p. 1  

38 Dalle Vacche, “The Art Documentary,” p. 296  

39 From this point of view, the biological resonances in the term “ontogeny”, Portman’s primary 
research area, need not oppose the mechanism described by Joubert-Laurencin (Joubert-
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for change in the avant-garde artist rather than the general public, but later on, in his keynote 

lecture at that same conference, explicitly aligns himself with Bazin:  

Il est extraordinairement intéressant de constater, comme le disait très justement 
André Bazin, qu’ici le maintien d’une communication entre l’art et le peuple est une 
condition absolument vitale; c’est une condition faute de laquelle, étant donné les 
conditions de financement, le cinéma ne peut même pas exister. C’est pour cela que 
nous pouvons, je ne dis pas simplement concevoir, mais connaître, mais désigner des 
œuvres qui sont considérées comme belles par les artistes, dans l’ordre du cinéma, et 
qui peuvent parfaitement toucher un public populaire.40, xx 

 

Bazin, who is always straightforward and univocal when it comes to this topic, states: ‘le 

cinéma fait lire les romans et il popularise les pièces de théâtre. Je me place sur ce plan très 

matériel: le cinéma donne passeport au théâtre et au roman.’41, xxi Cinema, then, is able to 

bring out the socio-aesthetics of any art, in particular of painting which is, compared to 

literature and especially theatre, traditionally more removed from a broader audience. From 

this perspective, Andrew writes about Bazin’s first defence of such a hybrid film, namely 

Rubens (Paul Haesaerts & Henri Storck, 1948), that:  

[…] the film operates both on the painting and on the spectator by forcing an aesthetic 
conjunction that tells us something about painting, about cinema, and about 
spectatorship. “Who can complain of this?” [Bazin] innocently asks, preempting the 
scoffs he knew would come from art scholars.42  
 

As Andrew continues, one of those art scholars Bazin may have had in mind was André 

Malraux, who occupies an ambivalent place in Bazin’s ontology-essay, specifically in 

                                                                                                                                                  
Laurencin, Hervé. Le Sommeil paradoxal: écrits sur André Bazin. Montreuil: Les Éditions 
de l’Œil (2014): p. 21  

See note 3, Chapter II: The Photograph of Danger: A Shark in the Cinema. Instead, 
possible influences from this debate on Bazin might well explain the need for “belated 
accuracy” in Bazin’s usage of the term.  

40 Marcel, Gabriel. “Les Conditions d’une rénovation de l’art.” Débats sur l’art contemporain. 
Tome 3. Neuchâtel: Les Éditions de la Baconnière (1948): p. 202 

41 Bazin, André. “L’Art contemporain: faut-il renouveler l’art?” Tribune de Paris, 20/09/1948 
(accessed: 20/02/2015) <http://boutique.ina.fr/art-et-culture/arts-du-
spectacle/audio/PHD85011662/l-art-contemporain-faut-il-renouveler-l-art.fr.html>  

42 Andrew, Dudley. “Malraux, Bazin, and the Gesture of Picasso.” In: Opening Bazin: Postwar 
Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin. New 
York: Oxford University Press (2011): p. 155 
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relation to painting. From Malraux’ “Esquisse d’une psychologie du cinéma” (1940), Bazin 

appears to adopt the idea that photography introduced an abstraction in the development of 

modern painting (e.g. cubism, impressionism): ‘Libéré du complexe de la ressemblance, le 

peintre moderne l’abandonne au peuple qui l’identifie désormais d’une part à la photographie 

et de l’autre à la seule peinture qui s’y applique.’43, xxii But, as Joubert-Laurencin suggests,44 

Bazin’s eventual addition in 1958 of a reference, directly preceding this Malrauxian line, to 

Pablo Picasso’s abstract painting as a myth questions the idea that Bazin blindly adopts 

Malraux’ historical orientation: ‘C’est au XIXième siècle que commence véritablement la crise 

du réalisme dont Picasso est aujourd’hui le mythe et qui mettra en cause tout à la fois les 

conditions d’existence formelle des arts plastiques et leurs fondements sociologiques.’45, xxiii 

As I will demonstrate, Bazin’s distance from Malraux was already confirmed in the nuances 

he brings in the discussion, again via a particular reference to “myth.”  

 While Marcel and Portmann appear to follow the Malrauxian argument, namely that 

the invention of photography has changed painting,46, xxiv Bazin takes a different orientation. 

He elaborates on the particular influence of cinema on painting, as he sees the impressionist 

painter Edgar Degas (1834-1917), who from an historical perspective precedes the invention 

of cinema, nevertheless mythically influenced by cinematographic realism:  

Il me semble que si nous approfondissons de plus près la véritable influence ou inter-
influence de ces arts, nous soyons amenés à prendre une position plus souple et plus 
douteuse, et qui serait celle-ci, peut-être: c’est que l’influence, si il y a bien une 

                                                
43 Bazin, “Ontologie,” pp. 12-13 

44 On the role of painting in Bazin’s ontology-essay, see for example, Joubert-Laurencin, Le 
Sommeil paradoxal, pp. 63-67 

45 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 12; on Bazin versus Malraux in relation to Le Mystère Picasso, see 
Andrew, “The Gesture.” 

46 Portmann states: ‘[…] l’art tout à fait quelconque, l’art de tous les jours n’est-ce pas, qui 
s’exerçait pendant longtemps à faire le portrait du citoyen, cet art-là a été en grande partie 
transformé et remplacé par la photographie. Je pense aux illustrations de nombreux livres, 
livres scientifiques, livres biologiques, où la photographie a en grande partie également 
rendu presque inutile, superflue l’activité de l’artiste’ (“Art contemporain”). In the 
Ontology-article, Bazin appears to follow a similar line of thought in a footnote on book- 
and journal illustrations, but reverses the order of causality: ‘Il serait intéressant de suivre de 
ce point de vue la concurrence, dans les journaux illustrés de 1890 à 1910 entre le reportage 
photographique, encore à ses origines, et le dessin. Ce dernier satisfaisant surtout le besoin 
baroque du dramatique (cf. Le Petit Journal illustré). Le sens du document photographique 
ne s’est imposé que peu à peu’ (“Ontologie,” p. 11). 
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influence du cinéma sur les autres arts et je crois en effet qu’elle est flagrante, entre 
autres dans le roman et pour la photographie sur la peinture, si il y a bien eu une 
influence, elle n’est pas de cause à effet, ce n’est pas une influence qui serait que à 
partir d’un certain moment les peintres voyant des photographies se seraient mis à se 
dire: “il est absurde de faire des portraits, je vais faire autre chose que du portrait, je 
vais faire des choses qui n’ont plus besoin de ressembler à la nature,” ce n’est pas 
cela. D’ailleurs, historiquement il se trouve que l’histoire de la photographie est au 
contraire une histoire des influences de la peinture sur la photographie. En effet, les 
premiers photographes se sont ingéniés à essayer de ressembler aux peintres. C’est 
bien plutôt […] une influence de la sensibilité de l’époque, d’un besoin profond de 
l’époque. C’est ainsi que Degas par exemple construit ses tableaux exactement 
comme une fin de séquence à l’écran. Or, il a fallu au cinéma cinquante ans pour 
retrouver le style de Degas à l’écran, et pour tout naturellement à travers l’évolution 
de son langage construire son cadrage cinématographique comme Degas faisait un 
tableau. Mais ceci est parce que Degas était prophétique à son époque, et sentait à 
travers ce 19ième siècle scientifique et mécaniste, sentait le besoin de représenter la 
réalité saisie en quelques dans une espèce de synthèse réaliste et dramatique en même 
temps, que le cinéma retrouvera très tard. Donc, si il y a bien, on pourrait parler d’une 
influence du cinéma sur Degas, mais non pas historique, puisque Degas est antérieur 
au cinéma, mais en quelque sorte d’un mythe du cinéma encore subconscient à 
l’époque, et qui à travers un artiste aussi sensible que Degas l’a influencé [My 
emphasis].47, xxv  

 
According to Bazin, Degas is mythically influenced by cinematographic realism, despite the 

historical anachronism; a similar argument underlies the reference to Bruegel, as well as his 

more comprehensive view on the relation between perspective, cinema and medieval 

painting, to which I will turn later (cf. infra, 6.2 A Perspective on 3-D: “Relief en 

équations”). In this manner, where Bazin initially opposes cinema and painting, more 

precisely in his notion of the centrifugal screen versus the centripetal frame, ‘c’est qu’en effet 

le cinéma se peut définir par l’écran et le tableaux par le cadre,’48, xxvi this dichotomy is 

always overruled by an interest in their shared aesthetics. In what follows, I want to show that 

Bazin’s interest in cinema and painting conforms with a conviction that form and content in 

art mutually inform each other: a particular painter’s aesthetics had already been cinematic 

(e.g. Bruegel, Degas), and a painting’s influence on film brings about a “new aesthetic 

cosmology” to the screen.  

 

                                                
47 Bazin, “Art contemporain.” 

48 Bazin, “Van Gogh,” p. 1 
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5.2.2 Two Revolutions on Film: Geographic Temporality  

“C’est au XIXe siècle que commence véritablement la crise du 
réalisme dont Picasso est aujourd’hui le mythe et qui mettra en cause 
tout à la fois les conditions d’existence formelle des arts plastiques et 

leurs fondements sociologiques.”49, xxvii 

 

 With the mention of the crisis of realism alongside Picasso’s Cubist aesthetics, Bazin 

introduces in the Ontology-essay the conflict between formalism and realism that, ultimately, 

he attempts to bridge via the combined notions of myth and integral realism. Based 

essentially on the ontological equality of instants, integral realism assumes the ultimate 

equality of image and reality (cf. supra, 2.4.3 The Asymptote of Reality: Reality ≃ 

Cinema). In a similar vein, and from an explicitly Bergsonian perspective, Bazin reinterprets 

the relation between form and content in his analysis of Henri-Georges Clouzot’s Le Mystère 

Picasso (1956), which shows Picasso at work, in terms of “pictorial duration [la durée 

picturale]:” ‘Ce que révèle Le Mystère Picasso, ce n’est pas ce qu’on savait déjà, la durée de 

la création, mais que cette durée peut être partie intégrante de l’œuvre même, une dimension 

supplémentaire, bêtement ignorée au stade de finition.’50, xxviii From this point of view, Bazin 

differentiates between “the picture [le tableau]” and “ painting [la peinture]:” ‘On voit bien 

que déjà la notion de tableau se subordonne ici à la notion plus intégrante de peinture dont le 

tableau n’est qu’un moment.’51, xxix Clouzot films Picasso at work by placing the camera 

alternately either behind his back or behind the canvas, capturing the strokes as they appear 

through the cloth. Against the time-constraints of depleting film stock, the process of painting 

unfolds its dramatic suspense in real-time:  

Car, enfin, pas un trait, pas une tache de couleur qui n’apparaissent – apparaître est le 
mot – rigoureusement imprévisibles. Imprévisibilité qui suppose, inversement, la non-
explication du composé par le simple. Cela est si vrai que tout le principe du film en 
tant que spectacle même, plus précisément, que “suspense,” tient dans cette attente et 
cette surprise perpétuelle. Chaque trait de Picasso est une création qui en entraîne une 

                                                
49 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 12 

50 Bazin, André (1956). “Un film bergsonien: Le Mystère Picasso.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? 
Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 194 

51 Ibid., p. 196 
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autre non comme une cause implique un effet mais comme la vie engendre la vie.52, 

xxx 

Each trait, each moment is ontologically equal to the previous stroke and therefore the images 

that appear on screen arise from mutations of previous forms (Fig. 8-9): ‘Le spectacle en tant 

que tel est alors la fascination par le surgissement des formes, libre et à l’état naissant.’53, xxxi 

Content is literally induced by form: ‘[…] le poisson se fait oiseau et l’oiseau devient une 

faune.’54, xxxii   

 

   

 

 

 While Le Mystère Picasso comprises an essentially temporal revolution in the hybrid 

form of painting and cinema, this was, according to Bazin, preceded by an initially spatial 

revolution in Alain Resnais’ Van Gogh, in which ‘tout se pose comme si la peinture ne 

devenait réellement soluble dans la durée qu’après avoir subi une mutation de ses structures 

spatiales sous l’action du cinéma.’55, xxxiii Clouzot challenges the painterly moment suprême 

by transforming each moment in painting into a cinematic image-fait; Resnais, as I will 

demonstrate now, turns the centripetal frame centrifugal.  

                                                
52 Ibid., pp. 193-194  

53 Ibid., p. 198 

54 Ibid., p. 194 

55 Bazin, “Van Gogh,” p. 1 

Fig. 8-9 A fish becomes a bird in Le Mystère Picasso  
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Resnais’ short documentary on Van Gogh is entirely composed of shots inside 

paintings: the camera’s gaze wanders from painting to painting as if the painted world of Van 

Gogh became real. In Bazin’s words:  

Grâce au cinéma, le "monde" du peintre n'est plus une métaphore, "entrer dans son 
univers," le privilège du spectateur sensible et cultivé, l'imaginaire pictural est devenu 
la réalité de notre perception.56, xxxiv 

 

Resnais attains this assimilation of the imaginary and real perception by ignoring the frames 

surrounding the paintings. The house in Nuenen, the city of Paris, the yellow house in Arles, 

the bedroom and the café, the courtyard in the asylum, and a field with crows: the camera 

combines all these places into one geographical space, rather than separating them off in 

different paintings. 

 […] le montage reconstitue une unité temporelle horizontale, géographique en 
quelque sorte, quand la temporalité du tableau - pour autant qu’on lui en reconnaisse - 
se développe géologiquement, en profondeur.57, xxxv 

 

This sort of directional inversion, from a geological temporality to a geographical 

temporality, occurs each time the camera “enters” painting: under the influence of the 

camera, Van Gogh’s universe is now turned centrifugal.  

In his text on Le Mystère Picasso, an art documentary by a director mostly known for 

his suspenseful films, Bazin already emphasized the dramatic potential of painting in film, 

and indeed the cinematic interest in painting often exceeds a purely documentary purpose. 

For example, the opening sequence of the rather graphic, violent thriller The Stendhal 

Syndrome (Dario Argento, 1996), and incidentally the first Italian film to use CGI in this 

exact scene, clearly addresses the interaction between painting and cinema. For reasons she 

does not yet remember, a police inspector on a rape and murder case called Anna visits the 

Uffizi gallery in Florence on what looks like an ordinary busy day. Once inside, a montage 

sequence accompanies the paintings with soundtracks as they appear to come to life: 

impalements and crossbows in the Battle of San Romano by Paolo Uccello (1436-1440), 

suddenly interrupted by a tourist taking its picture. In the Sala del Botticelli, there are Venus 
                                                

56 Ibid., p. 7 

57 Bazin, André. “Peinture et cinéma.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 
188  
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(1486) carried by the Zephyr wind and La Primavera (1481-1482). Anna longs to touch the 

flowers surrounding the feet of the three graces, but she is stopped by the alarm as if an 

invisible screen reminds her that it is a painting, that there is a surface. She then enters the 

Sala delle carte geographiche, where maps and globes surround the space. Caravaggio’s 

Medusa (1595-1598) makes her dizzy: there are paintings everywhere, on the walls and 

ceiling. Anna is about to lose her sense of orientation at the very moment when the sequence 

culminates in Bruegel’s Icarus. After seeing his legs still peeking above the surface of the 

water, she falls and busts her lip, dives underwater into the painting and encounters a strange 

fish, before floating back to the surface and regaining consciousness on the floor in the 

museum (Fig. 10-15). The busted lip leaves a noticeable bloodstain on her white shirt, which, 

as I will argue now, figures in the subsequent scenes as a temporal disruption proper to 

painting, and in doing so, offers a novel take on what Bazin calls “geographic temporality.” 
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 Anna has the Stendhal syndrome, a psychosomatic condition that causes certain 

people to become dizzy, hallucinate or faint under the overwhelming effect of art and great 

beauty.58 After the fall in Florence, she cannot remember who she is, and why she happens to 

                                                
58 The Stendhal syndrome is named after the French writer Stendhal who had first reported it after 

his visit to the Basilica of Santa Croce in 1817. In his diary, Stendhal describes the 
experience as follows: ‘Absorbé dans la contemplation de la beauté sublime, je la voyais de 
près, je la touchais pour ainsi dire. J’étais arrivé à ce point d’émotion où se rencontrent les 
sensations célestes données par les beaux-arts et les sentiments passionnés. En sortant de 
Santa Croce, j’avais un battement de cœur, ce qu’on appelle des nerfs à Berlin. La vie était 

 

Fig. 10-15 Icarian fall in The Stendhal Syndrome  
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be in that city; with a bloodstained shirt, she hurries back to the hotel room that matches the 

key in her purse. Her name is written on a prescription for sleeping pills: she is Anna Manni, 

a police inspector from Rome. After taking her pills, while resting on her bed, it happens 

again: this time, she is caught up in a reproduction of Rembrandt’s Nightwatch (1642).59 The 

camera cuts from drums to feet, faces to arms and accompanied with the soundtrack of a 

crime-scene, the paint fades as Anna enters into a murder scene in the streets of Rome (Fig. 

16-23), where a rapist and serial killer left the police with yet another case for Anna and her 

colleagues to solve; it now becomes clear that she will have to travel to Florence to catch the 

murderer. Even though the crime scene develops as if Anna’s Stendhal syndrome was 

nothing but a bad dream, at best a flash-forward offering a glimpse of her future manhunt in 

Florence, the bloodstain on her shirt is still there in Rome; or, the stain was already there. As 

is the case often in painting, when a single figure is presented multiple times in the picture 

plane to portray a chronological succession of events within a single frame, Anna’s 

bloodstain here functions as a refracted temporal element when she walks inside the painting 

and literally invades the frame. Once she enters the universe of the painter, the narrative takes 

a fascinating turn: whereas, logically, one could think that either the opening scene in 

Florence was a prophetic dream, or the sequence inside the Nightwatch had been a flashback, 

the bloodstain on Anna’s shirt prevents us from adopting one or the other interpretation. 

Much like in Resnais’ Van Gogh, Argento transforms the space of painting into the real 

streets of Rome, but the geological temporality of painting somehow affects the horizontal 

temporal unity of cinema.  

 

                                                                                                                                                  
épuisée en moi, je marchais avec la crainte de tomber’ (Stendhal (1862). Rome, Naples et 
Florence. Paris: Gallimard (1987): p. 272). 

59 The interplay between cinema and painting which Argento incites here, has been claimed more 
recently by Peter Greenaway in his series of animated paintings: using light projections 
combined with sound installations, Greenaway’s first revision was Rembrandt’s Nightwatch 
at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, the result of which is very close to Argento’s.  
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In fact, the discourse of Anna’s stain in The Stendhal Syndrome is reminiscent of a 

remark made by Bazin in his critique of Van Gogh, which further explains this interaction 

between geological and geographical temporality in terms of space. When filming the Starry 

Fig. 16-23 Nightwatch and geographic temporality 
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Night (1989), he writes, Resnais refused to simultaneously show the trice repetition of the 

sun, but chose instead to reorganize the space on screen following a “new aesthetic 

cosmology:”  

Le paysage de Van Gogh écarte la nature pour s'y substituer trois soleils à la fois, s'il 
plaît au mentor de les assembler dans la suite de ses images qui tournaient 
irréfutablement dans cette nouvelle cosmologie esthétique.60, xxxvi 

 

Bazin’s description of a “new cosmology,” an idea that, as I have established previously, had 

also been used by critics to describe Bruegel’s Icarus, draws parallels between Van Gogh’s 

suns and his sunflowers. Anna’s bloodstain in The Stendhal Syndrome can thus be understood 

as a “new aesthetic cosmology,” in which the spatial-temporal qualities of the screen and the 

frame are altered under the combined influence of painting on film and vice versa. The three 

“suns” to which Bazin makes reference are in fact stars, but behind this seemingly careless 

mistake there lies an array of literary references, which also inform Resnais’ particular 

sequence in the film (Fig. 24-26), that align Van Gogh’s approach to nature with his painted 

sunflowers, as well as his questioned insanity. Bazin’s commentary on Van Gogh, which I 

discuss subsequently, proves that he had carefully examined two seminal studies on the 

painter: Georges Bataille’s “La Mutilation sacrificielle et l’oreille coupée de Vincent Van 

Gogh” (1930) and Antonin Artaud’s “Van Gogh, ou le suicide de la société” (1947). From 

these perspectives, I want to analyse the centrifugal ontology of film by close-reading a 

particular reference in Bazin to Van Gogh’s ear mutilation.  

 

     

 

 

                                                
60 Bazin, “Van Gogh,” p. 7  

Fig. 24-26 Stars and sunflowers in Van Gogh  
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5.2.3 Van Gogh’s Ear: Mythic Reality Becomes Flesh  

“L’oreille coupée de Van Gogh existe quelque part dans ce monde qui 
nous requiert inévitablement.”61, xxxvii  

 
 Bazin briefly calls to mind the particular image of Vincent Van Gogh’s cut off ear 

when he discusses Resnais’ art documentary, and this particular reference, as I will show, 

demonstrates the spatial-temporal difference between cinema and painting. In the advent of 

Christmas 1888, Van Gogh cut off his right ear lobe with a razor, supposedly following an 

argument with his colleague painter Paul Gaugin (1848-1903), with whom he maintained a 

tumultuous friendship. Van Gogh had been waiting for him in Arles, hoping to start an artist 

community in the yellow house, but when Gaugin announced his premature departure, Van 

Gogh supposedly lost his mind. Gaugin’s version of the story was that Van Gogh had 

threatened him with the razor, after which he cut off his own ear in a flare of madness and 

brought it to a prostitute named Rachel later that evening, with a request to ‘keep this object 

carefully.’62 Gaugin’s portrayal of his friend as a madman turned against his person, however, 

is contested: ‘[Gaugin’s] behaviour during their final days together and in the later attempts 

to vindicate himself through condemning Vincent were hardly those of a friend.’63  Both 

Bataille and Artaud, we will see, reject the idea that Van Gogh was mad, and with his 

reference to the ear-incident, Bazin aligns himself with these authors in a defence of “mythic 

reality.” 

The lineage to Artaud’s study of Van Gogh is previously established by Andrew, who 

points out that these ideas must have reached Bazin via French educator Fernand Deligny 

(1913-1996), known for his research into special needs education.64 Andrew writes that Bazin 

and Deligny shared an office at Travail et culture and that:  

                                                
61 Ibid., p. 7  

62 Lubin, Albert J. Stranger on the Earth: A Psychological Biography of Vincent van Gogh. New 
York: Henry Holt and Company (1972): p. 156 

63 Ibid., p. 179 

64 Andrew, “Gesture,” p. 162 

Thus, it is from a pedagogical context that Bazin may have been drawn to discussing Van 
Gogh in relation to cinema. Pedagogy being one of Bazin’s major points of interest before 
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Deligny was moved to assemble an imaginary dialogue between Van Gogh’s letters 
and Antonin Artaud’s book on Van Gogh’s suicide when Artaud died in 1948. This 
occurred just as [Chris] Marker’s friend Resnais was bringing to a close his film on 
the artist. There must have been innumerable discussions among these men since 
Bazin had found Deligny an apartment in the same building.65 
 

Artaud’s main argument in “Van Gogh, ou le suicide de la société” (1947) is that Van Gogh’s 

self-mutilation (e.g. burning his hand to catch the attention of his cousin and love interest 

Kee, or slicing off his ear lobe) has nothing to do with madness: ‘As for the cooked hand, that 

is heroism pure and simple; as for the severed ear, that is straightforward logic […].’66 

Ultimately, Artaud recognizes the suicide as an organized crime: as the title of the article 

reads, Van Gogh was “suicided,” murdered by society:  

[…] Van Gogh could have found enough of the infinite to last his whole life if the 
brutish consciousness of the masses had not wanted to appropriate it to nourish their 
own orgies, which have never had anything to do with painting or poetry.67  

 
Thus, Artaud understands the ear-mutilation as a logical consequence of a painter whose 

relation with the world has been continually denied as impaired by a people in their attempt 

to safeguard a collective “sick consciousness.” 

 What most interests me in the connection between Bazin and Artaud on Van Gogh, is 

the fact that Artaud frames the disagreement between Van Gogh and Gaugin, generally 

understood to be the cause for the ear incident, in terms of a conflicting conception of myth 

and reality. On the occasion of a Van Gogh exhibition at the Musée de l’Orangerie in Paris, 

Artaud writes that the relationship between both painters was troubled by:  

[…] a profound human division between the two natures of van Gogh and Gaugin. 

                                                                                                                                                  
cinema, see for example “L’Enseignement primaire supérieur, suivi de Péguy et les 
instituteurs.” Rencontres, No. 3 (20/07/1941), which he wrote under the pseudonym André 
Basselin.   

65 Andrew, “Gesture,” p.162 

66 Artaud, Antonin (1947). “Van Gogh, the Man Suicided by Society.” Trans. Helen Weaver. In: 
Antonin Artaud: Selected Writings. Ed. Susan Sontag. Berkeley: University of California 
Press (1988): p. 486  

67 Ibid., pp. 510-511 
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I believe that Gaugin thought that the artist must look for symbol, for myth, must 
enlarge the things of life to the magnitude of myth, whereas van Gogh thought that 
one must know how to deduce myth from the most ordinary things of life. 
In which I think he was bloody well right.  
For reality is frighteningly superior to all fiction, all fable, all divinity, all surreality.  
All you need is the genius to know how to interpret it,  
Which no painter before poor van Gogh had done, which no painter will ever do 
again, for I believe that this time,  
Today, in fact,  
Right now, 
In this month of February 1947, 
Reality itself,  
The myth of reality, mythic reality itself, is in the process of becoming flesh.68 
 

Thus, the supposed madness at the root of the ear-incident and ultimately Van Gogh’s 

suicide, fundamentally relates to what Artaud calls “mythic reality.” Where Gaugin painted 

from “imagination,” Van Gogh ‘[…] neither ignored nature, nor slavishly followed it.’69 

Instead, he found that in reality fiction and myth “become flesh,” a view Bazin must have 

considered relating to his myth of total cinema. Furthermore, as was the case with the 

reference to Bruegel’s treatment of the Icarus myth, Artaud emphasizes the contemporary 

value of myth in combination with a turn to the everyday, “becoming flesh.”  

 The suggestion made by Andrew, namely that Bazin and Artaud would have shared 

their views on Van Gogh, finds solid support almost a decade later in the critique of Vincente 

Minelli’s Lust for Life (1956). Firstly, Bazin criticizes the overly biographic attempt to 

provide reasons (a fight with Gaugin? Missing his brother?) for Van Gogh’s “madness:”  

Il ne s’agit pas de nous expliquer pourquoi Van Gogh était “fou” et quel était le 
rapport nécessaire entre cette folie et sa prédilection pour le jaune, par exemple, mais 
de nous faire approcher au plus près de ce point d’incandescence spirituelle où la 
transmutation nous sera rendue sensible par son rayonnement.70, xxxviii  

 

                                                
68 Ibid., p. 491 

69 Naifeh, Steven and Gregory White Smith. Van Gogh: The Life. New York: Random House 
(2011): p. 1595 

70 Bazin, André.  “La Vie passionnée de Vincent Van Gogh.” Éducation nationale (02/07/1957) 
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Like Artaud, Bazin deemphasizes the relation between madness and the preference for a 

certain aesthetic, but rather accepts it as a justification for Van Gogh’s painterly soundness. 

Secondly, Artaud asserts that Van Gogh’s paintings permanently alter reality:  

[…] these flowers of bronze gold are painted; they are painted as sunflowers and 
nothing more, but in order to understand a sunflower in nature, one must go back to 
Van Gogh, just as to understand a storm in nature,  
a stormy sky, 
a field in nature,  
it is henceforth impossible not to go back to Van Gogh.71 
 

Artaud’s argument here comes close to the transformative potential of art, which Bazin 

conceptualizes as the “asymptote of reality” (cf. supra, 2.4.3 The Asymptote of Reality: 

Reality ≃ Cinema). Bazin indeed repeats this line of thought in a critique of Minelli’s all too 

painterly characters:72, (xxxix)  

C’est faire ressembler la nature à l’art, selon le mot de [Oscar] Wilde, qui n’est vrai 
qu’a posteriori. Van Gogh a transformé notre vision des tournesols mais avant qu’il 
ne les peigne, les tournesols n’étaient pas encore des “Van Gogh.”73, xl 

 

Here, again, Bazin’s reading of Lust for Life takes on remarkable similarities with Artaud’s 

argument that ‘[…] even external nature, with her climates, her tides, and her equinoctial 

storms cannot, after van Gogh’s stay upon earth, maintain the same gravitation.’74 Both Bazin 

                                                
71 Artaud, “Van Gogh,” pp. 503-503 

72 See also Joubert-Laurencin, who elaborates on the anti-mimetic formula by Oscar Wilde, 
namely that “nature imitates art,” to Alain Roger’s notion of “artialisation,” i.e. the 
intervention of art in nature via both “modelling [modélisation]” and “anticipation:” ‘Si, par 
ailleurs, le réalisme ontologique, dans la leçon de Rohmer (grand cinéaste météorologique, 
des quatre saisons), dit que “l’art est dans le modèle,” au sens où il est dans le paysage, et 
l’artialisation d’Alain Roger dit que l’art fournit au paysage ses modèles, alors le cinéma est 
1a double détente: d’une part, en tant que machine de reproduction automatique, il capture 
les schèmes fournis par les autres arts, d’autre part, en tant qu’art, il en fournit à la nature’ 
(Le Sommeil paradoxal, pp. 78-79).  

73 Bazin “La Vie passionnée de Vincent Van Gogh,” p. 26 

74 Artaud, “Van Gogh,” p. 484 

The recurring allusion to cosmology in Bazin and Artaud’s treatment of Van Gogh’s 
aesthetics, furthermore, brings to mind a series of more recent astronomical studies of The 
Starry Night in particular. See, for example, Whitney, Charles A. “The Skies of van Gogh.” 
Art History, Vol. 9, No. 3 (1988): pp. 351-362; and Boime, Albert. “Van Gogh’s Starry 
Night: A History of Matter and a Matter of History.” Arts Magazine, Vol. 59, No. 4 
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and Artaud suggest that Van Gogh’s paintings are not the symptoms of a man’s madness, but 

rather that their “cosmology” altogether changes the commonplace conception of reality.  

It is not coincidental, then, that Bazin finds in Resnais’ documentary on Van Gogh, 

which would have initiated Artaud and Bazin’s shared interest in the painter, the kernel for 

his notion of a “new cosmology” of film. Based on the sequence of the triple suns, and in 

combination with the a posteriori sunflower-transformation, Bazin’s reading follows the 

film’s commentary, which reads: “Ce n’est pas pour rien que les tournesols s’appellent des 

soleils.”xli This line from the film is an almost literal adaptation from a passage from “La 

Mutilation sacrificielle et l’oreille coupée de Vincent Van Gogh,” written in 1930 by Georges 

Bataille (1879-1962):  

[…] pour représenter l’importance et le développement de l’obsession de Van Gogh, 
il est nécessaire de rapprocher des soleils, des tournesols, […] Cette fleur est aussi 
bien connue sous le nom même de soleil et dans l’histoire de la peinture elle est liée 
au nom de Vincent Van Gogh […].75, xlii 

 

The commentary here relates the sunflowers to a new worldview, a connection Bazin readily 

incorporates in his critique. Incidentally, the link between the sun and the sunflowers, as well 

as the a posteriori influence on reality that guides both Artaud and Bazin’s texts, equally 

leans on an argument put forth by Bataille in a later essay entitled “Van Gogh Prométhée” 

(1937):  

Si l’on tient compte de ces données, il faut dire qu’après la nuit de décembre 88 quand 
son oreille eut reçu dans la maison où elle échoua un sort qui reste ignoré (on peut 
imaginer qu’obscurément le rire et le malaise qui précédèrent quelque obscure 

                                                                                                                                                  
(December 1984): pp. 86-103. Based on meteorological records, Whitney writes that ‘all the 
elements of the sky in Starry Night were on view through van Gogh’s window at one point 
or another that spring. They were not all in view at the same time, but we need to give up the 
notion that he painted the scene as a snapshot. I think he assembled his own sky from 
impressions gathered over an interval of a month or so’ (p. 358). From his side, Boime 
connects the swirly stars in the painting to popular drawings of spiral nebulae dating from 
1845, which illustrated the popular publications of the French writer and astronomer 
Camille Flammarion (1842-1925) (p. 89). These two studies suggest that the Starry Night 
was not, as is often assumed, painted from memory (and therefore believed to be a 
concession to Gaugin’s aesthetics), but rather that it is in fact painted from nature and thus 
an inherently realist work.  

75 Bataille, Georges (1930). “La Mutilation sacrificielle et l’oreille coupée de Van Gogh.” In: 
Oeuvres completes: premiers écrits 1922-1940. Paris: Gallimard (1970): p. 260 
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décision), Van Gogh commença à donner au soleil un sens qu’il n’avait pas eu jusque-
là.76, xliii 

 
Bataille furthermore relates Van Gogh’s cosmology to the sunflowers, the suicide and the ear: 

‘comment ne pas voir se former la chaîne de nœuds qui rejoint si sûrement l’oreille, l’asile, le 

soleil, la plus éclatante des fêtes et la mort.’77, xliv And so, rather than affirming the supposed 

madness of Van Gogh, Bataille and after him Artaud and Bazin all relate the self-mutilation, 

via the sunflowers, to his cosmological intelligence. Just as Artaud views the ear injury as 

“straightforward logic,” so too does Bazin ground the “new cosmology of film” as a logical 

consequence of the ontological difference between painting and film, and he does this, as I 

suggest throughout the following pages, via the ear-reference.  

 

5.2.4 Self-portraits with Bandaged Ear: Mirror and Mask  

“[…] c’est folie que de l’imaginer [le cinéma] comme un élément 
isolé qu’on pourrait recueillir sur une lamelle de gélatine et projeter 

sur l’écran au travers d’un appareil grossissant.”78, xlv 

 

As Artaud and Bataille frame their studies on Van Gogh against his assumed insanity, 

so too does Bazin indirectly present the centrifugal foundations of cinema as straightforward 

logic, the opposite of madness. When he writes, ‘Van Gogh’s cut off ear exists somewhere in 

this world, which inevitably beseeches us,’ 79 Bazin is making a strong statement about the 

ontology of film as well as the influence of art on reality. I will now juxtapose the ear 

covered with a bandage in the series of self-portraits by Van Gogh painted after the incident, 

to the eerie phenomenon of the missing ear in two films: the particular scene from Minelli’s 

Lust for Life that moved Bazin to write about the ear, and a sequence from David Lynch’s 

                                                
76 Bataille, Georges  (1937). “Van Gogh Prométhée.” In: Œuvres complètes: premiers écrits 1922-

1940. Paris: Gallimard (1970): p. 498 

77 Ibid., p. 499 

78 Bazin, André (1948). “William Wyler ou le janséniste de la mise en scène.” Qu’est-ce que le 
cinéma? Tome 1: Ontologie et langage. Paris: Éditions du Cerf (1958): p. 172 

79 Bazin, “Van Gogh,” p. 7  
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Blue Velvet (1986), possibly the most referenced and original cinematic treatment of Van 

Gogh’s severed ear.  

 In January 1889, Van Gogh completed a series of self-portraits in which he painted 

himself with a bandaged ear (Fig. 29): having severed his left ear, both portraits ‘being mirror 

images, […] show the bandage on the right side.’80 In his depiction of the incident, Minelli 

places Van Gogh literally in front of a mirror (Fig. 27): after a short pause, he then moves out 

of frame and cuts off his lobe (Fig. 28), after which he returns to the mirror with one ear too 

few. So, Minelli copies the spatial organization of Van Gogh’s mirrored portraits, but with 

this difference that he shows the left ear damaged. In doing so, this particular scene combines 

the “mirror”81, xlvi and the “mask.” Both images, as shown previously in the reference to 

Cocteau’s Le Sang d’un poète, summarize the spatial principles of the centrifugal screen, 

which Bazin describes as follows: ‘L'écran de cinéma n'est pas un cadre, mais un cache, il ne 

sert pas à montrer, mais à réserver, à isoler, à choisir.’82, xlvii  

 In Blue Velvet, Van Gogh’s ear is the catalyst for a detective adventure into a dark and 

sickening world of sexual violence and abuse. On his way home from a visit to his father at 

the hospital, Jeffrey discovers a human ear, which he wraps in a brown paper bag and brings 

to the police (Fig. 30): “that’s a human ear, alright!” says the police inspector. And because 

an ear does not exist without a corresponding body, there is no doubt that somewhere in 

                                                
80 Lubin, Stranger on Earth, p. 156  

81 In “Theatre et cinema” (1951), Bazin most explicitly develops the metaphor of the screen as a 
mirror: ‘Le XIXe siècle, avec ses techniques objectives de reproductions visuelles et 
sonores, a fait apparaître une nouvelle catégorie d’images; leurs rapports avec la réalité dont 
elles procèdent demanderaient à être rigoureusement définis. […] C’est également au niveau 
de l’ontologie que l’efficacité du cinéma prend sa source. Il est faux de dire que l’écran soit 
absolument impuissant à nous mettre “en présence” de l’acteur. Il le fait à la manière d’un 
miroir (dont on accordera qu’il relaie la présence de ce qui s’y reflète) mais d’un miroir au 
reflet différé, dont le tain retiendrait l’image’ (Bazin, André (1951). “Théâtre et cinema II.”  
Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 151-152). In a subsequent part 
of this research I will return briefly to the relation between cinema and theatre to address the 
notion of presence in relation to three-dimensionality (cf. infra, 6.2.1 From a Realist 
Perspective: “L’Image imaginaire”). When Bazin writes that ‘comme le théâtre par la 
rampe et l’architecture scénique, la peinture s’oppose en effet à la réalité […]’ (Bazin, 
“Peinture,” p. 188), he compares the difference between painting and cinema alongside its 
opposition with the theatre stage. However, just as his interest ultimately lies in the 
combined aesthetics in filmed painting, so too is his embrace of 3-D largely based on a 
symbiotic relation between cinema and theatre.  

82 Bazin, “Van Gogh,” p. 7  
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Lumberton a man must be missing his ear. Even though Jeffrey was explicitly asked not to 

inquire after the on-going investigation, he starts his own with the help of the detective’s 

daughter Sandy. They find out that the ear belongs to Don, the husband of a nightclub singer 

Dorothy, mother of little Donny. A dangerous man named Frank keeps Dorothy’s husband 

and their young child hostage, while forcing her to partake in all sorts of abusive practices: 

“Stay alive, baby. Do it for Van Gogh,” she is told. So where Van Gogh cut off his own ear 

for assumed reasons, either ‘[…] to sacrifice himself, to kill a part of his own body, and turn 

his friend Gaugin into a murderer,’83 the husband’s ear is used as a leverage. The final scene 

in Dorothy’s apartment actually shows Don, tied on a chair with the left ear cut off (Fig. 31); 

like Minelli’s version, Lynch shows the mirrored image on screen. Despite the real possibility 

that these are merely continuity errors, the parallel with the series of self-portraits as mirror 

images is noteworthy: the camera appears to have entered the painterly world of Van Gogh’s 

self-portrait with bandaged ear.  

To assume, as Bazin does, that Van Gogh’s cut off ear “exists somewhere in this 

world,” even though one might not see or find it, is indeed not far-fetched an idea: one does 

not need to bring in neurological evidence for the experience of phantom limbs to understand 

the beseeching relation between a particular ear and the person to which it belongs, regardless 

of its visible presence. In Lust for Life, we do not see the actual deed, but we hear his scream 

off-screen; similarly, in Van Gogh’s self-portrait, the ear is covered with a bandage. In fact, 

the ear in these particular portraits is missing, obviously, in two senses: first from a logical 

point of view, they were painted after the mutilation, and secondly from an ontological 

perspective, there is no evidence that a painter would in fact have included a layer depicting 

an ear underneath the bandage. In this manner, the comprehension of the screen as a mask 

conceptualizes the major ontological difference between painting and cinema. With painting, 

there is no reason to assume that that which is invisible on the surface (e.g. out of frame, 

covered either by clothing, hair or, in this case, a bandage) is actually there or has been 

painted somewhere: logically speaking, there is nothing to mask, because the canvas shows 

all there is in paint. On film, on the contrary, it would be completely irrational, madness even, 

to see the image on screen as separate from the reality to which it refers: cinema and reality, 

Bazin affirms, are thick as thieves in the same way that we know sensibly that an ear covered 

by a hat or a bandage exists somewhere, regardless of the fact that it remains hidden to us.  
                                                

83 Lubin, Stranger on Earth, p. 176 
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The existence of Van Gogh’s ear off-screen, somewhere in the world, perfectly aligns 

itself with the centrifugal principles of cinema, which comprise a temporal and spatial 

ontological equality between cinema and reality. Where the painterly canvas is traditionally 

pure surface, the cinema screen is a surface much like the skin: as Paul Valéry wrote, ‘la peau 

est ce qu’il y a de plus profond en nous.’84, xlviii From this point of view, Bazin’s fascination 

with surgical images and X-rays on screen further explains this necessary link between the 

centrifugal image on screen and the universe beneath the skin: ‘To view the X-ray of a 

beating heart in the cinema is already a marvel,’85 he writes, reaffirming his praise of science 

films in which ‘cinema reveals that which no other procedure of investigation, not even the 

eye, can perceive.’86 Van Gogh’s ear then materializes the centrifugal ontology of cinema: 

mythic reality becomes flesh. In what follows, I will demonstrate that Bazin’s plea for 

increased realism, in particular his embrace of stereoscopy, as a crucial step towards total 

cinema, is an endeavour to literally give “body” to cinema. 

 

   

 
                                                

84 Paul Valéry, cited in Timothée Gerardin’s short but insightful essay, entitled “A la surface” (Le 
Rotor*, No. 10 [Accessed: 20/02/2015] <http://lerotor.free.fr/article.php3?id_article=91>), 
in which he takes Valéry’s citation as a starting point to discuss Bazin’s ontology argument, 
more precisely the mummy complex as well as the shroud of Turin, from the perspective of 
a “profondeur à fleur de peau.” As I will argue later on in this dissertation, Valéry’s views 
on depth and surface, in particular his poem Le Cimetière marin, will prove instrumental, if 
not indispensable, to understand integral realism as a reformulation of the conventional 
notions of form and content (cf. infra, Chapter VI: A Matter of Form). 

85 Bazin, André (1956). “You Can Now ‘Descend into Yourself’.” Trans. Dudley Andrew. In: 
André Bazin’s New Media. Oakland: University of California Press (2014): p. 120 

86 Bazin, André (1947). “Science Film: Accidental Beauty.” Trans. Jeanine Herman. In: Science Is 
Film: The Films of Jean Painlevé. Eds. Andy Masaki Bellows, Marina McDougall and 
Brigitte Berg. Cambridge: The MIT Press (2000): p. 145  

Fig. 27 Van Gogh’s mirrored portrait Fig. 2 Off-screen mask 
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Fig. 29 Self-portrait with Bandaged Ear and Pipe, 
Vincent Van Gogh (1889) 

Fig. 30-31 Van Gogh’s ear in Blue Velvet 
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Chapter VI: A Matter of Form 

 

 In the wake of his criticism that focussed more on technical elements of film (depth-

of-field, lighting, colour etc.), André Bazin was accused of formalism, in particular by 

Georges Sadoul, who maintained the primacy of content over form, where he himself 

supported a more synthetic view in which content and form are interdependent. In this 

chapter, I maintain that Bazin applies this logic directly in his analyses of Le Monde du 

silence (Jacques-Yves Cousteau and Louis Malle, 1956), in which he emphasizes the sea as a 

three-dimensional “body” of water, solidified in a reference to Archimedes’ principle of 

buoyancy, which anticipates his essay on 3-D cinema. In this final chapter, I want to 

elaborate on floating bodies in relation to Bazin’s particular defence of “realist formalism,” 

which is how I understand his notion of “integral realism:” the achievement of increased 

realism inherent in the evolution of forms. I also look at Serge Daney’s famed critique of the 

popular feature film Le Grand Bleu (Luc Besson, 1988) and his notion of “amnesic, aphasic 

images” to establish a more general lineage of water in French criticism, specifically relating 

to the formalist-realist divide. I will argue that Bazin attempts to bridge this gap, and that he 

saw in relief the materialization of form. From this point of view, I look at the superficiality 

of form, e.g. shiny surfaces in a series of films in and around swimming pools, in terms of a 

longing for “content.” Ultimately, I want to step into the on-going debate of three-

dimensionality by including Jean-Luc Godard’s recent 3-D essays Les Trois Désastres (2013) 

and Adieu au langage (2014), as well as Wim Wenders plea for 3-D as a “realist grammar” in 

Every Thing Will Be Fine (2015). Against Bazin, Sadoul argued that ‘[…] si le cinéma est un 

langage, c’est d’abord parce qu’il raconte des histoires. Et que, par conséquent, le contenu 

des scénarios est essentiel, parce qu’il doit commander le style.’1, i From his side, as I hope to 

demonstrate, Bazin allows for the language of film to be poetic, i.e. that form and content are 

synthetic.  

 

  

                                                
1 Sadoul, Georges (1948). “La Métaphysique de la profondeur de champ.” 1895: Revue d’histoire 

du cinéma, No. 67 (Summer 2012): p. 71 
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6.1 Gravity and Buoyancy 

  

Like in his description of integral realism, Bazin in his work on cinema and painting 

further develops the Newtonian references as he opposes the screen of cinema to the 

centripetal frame of painting. Where Bazin employed a biological metaphor to indicate the 

symbiosis between painting and cinema in films on art, his writing on Van Gogh presents a 

comparable interaction in the metaphor he borrows from Newtonian mechanics, more 

precisely in his description of the cinema screen as centrifugal:  

Toute peinture se définit par rapport à un cadre, au moins virtuel, qui creuse en 
quelque sorte dans le monde le trou du peintre, réserve dans le macrocosme naturel, le 
microcosme de l'artiste. Ce qui revient à constater que le cadre du tableau est orienté 
de l'extérieur, vers l'intérieur, qu'il définit un espace centripète hétérogène au fond qui 
l'entoure. Tout au contraire, l'écran, en dépit d'une apparente similitude avec le cadre 
du tableau, entretient avec l'image des rapports essentiellement opposés. L'écran de 
cinéma n'est pas un cadre, mais un cache, il ne sert pas à montrer, mais à réserver, à 
isoler, à choisir. […] Ainsi alors que le cadre oriente l'espace clos du tableau vers 
l'intérieur, l'écran diffuse au contraire l'espace de l'image cinématographique à l'infini: 
il est centrifuge.2, ii 

 

In his juxtaposition of cinema and painting, Bazin here alludes to Dutch physicist and 

mathematician Christiaan Huygens (1629-1695), who first proposed the idea of a vis 

centrifuga: ‘Heaviness is a tendency to fall. […] Thus, when a heavy body is suspended from 

a string, then the string is pulled, since the heavy body tends to fall away along the lines of 

the string with an accelerated motion of this sort.’3 However, this centrifugal force, Isaac 

Newton reminds us later, does not exist on its own; it is instead a reactionary force. In 

Definition 5, he replies to Huygens and develops his theory of centripetal force:  

Centripetal force is the force by which bodies are drawn from all sides, are 
impelled, or in any way tend, toward some point as to a centre.  
 One force of this kind is gravity, by which bodies tend toward the 
centre of the earth […]  

                                                
2 Bazin, André. “A propos de Van Gogh. L’Espace dans la peinture et le cinéma.” Arts, Vol. 210 

(15/04/1949): p. 7  

3 Huygens, Christiaan (1659). “On Centrifugal Force.” Trans. M. S. Mahoney. (accessed 
20/02/2015) 
<https://www.princeton.edu/~hos/mike/texts/huygens/centriforce/huyforce.htm> 
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A stone whirled in a sling endeavours to leave the hand that is whirling it, and 
by its endeavour it stretches the string, doing so the more strongly the more swiftly it 
revolves; and as soon as it is released, it flies away. The force opposed to that 
endeavour, that is, the force by which the sling continually draws the stone back 
toward the hand and keeps it in orbit, I call centripetal, since it is directed toward the 
hand as toward the centre of an orbit.4  

 
Thus, the most characteristic of centripetal forces is gravity, precisely this force, the 

“terrestrial chains,” that cinema desires to escape (cf. supra, 4.3 Icare sous-marin: Freed 

from Terrestrial Chains). Indeed, as Newton maintained about centrifugal force, Bazin too 

views the centrifugal screen of film as a reactionary force. Therefore, this new aesthetic 

cosmology of the screen is the opposite of the centripetal force of the frame, which develops 

throughout Bazin’s writing alongside the theme of gravity, and which he first includes via the 

figure of Icarus in “Le Mythe du cinéma total,” in his critique of Le Monde du silence as well 

as via his correlation of cinema and painting with Newtonian mechanics. This particular 

scientific reference, namely that the screen is centrifugal and the frame centripetal, in fact 

combines the ontology of the cinematographic image with the myth of human flight, which 

guides the invention of cinema: overcoming gravity.  

 Federico Fellini’s opening scene to 8 ½ (1963) immediately comes to mind: with a 

cord firmly tied around his leg, Guido tries to fly off over an Italian coastline, but then a 

script supervisor shouts: “Come back down, forever!” (Fig. 1). Andrei Tarkovsky, too, in his 

prologue to Andrei Rublev (1966) makes explicit reference to Icarus: Yefim soars over the 

countryside, entangled in the ropes of an improvised balloon, shouting ecstatically: “I fly, I 

fly! You down there, catch me!” (Fig. 2). As Angela Dalle Vacche writes in her analysis of 

this scene: ‘The balloon episode is characterized by a double, cross like emphasis on the 

horizontal plane of the land and the vertical ascension to the sky. These two axes reappear in 

Tarkovsky’s camera movement and depiction of water.’5 The parallel between air and water 

is reinforced by the reflection of clouds in the river, precisely this dialectic that Bazin uses as 

a structure to his critique of Le Monde du silence, and which he saw embodied in the figure 

                                                
4 Newton, Isaac (1684). The Principia: Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy. Trans. 

Bernard Cohen, Anne Whitman and Julia Budenz. Berkeley: University of California Press 
(1999): p. 405  

5 Dalle Vacche, Angela. Cinema and Painting: How Art Is Used in Film. Texas: University of 
Texas Press (1996): p. 157 
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of Icarus. But it should be noted that Tarkovsky’s Icarus, unlike Bruegel’s, misses the water 

and falls – flat on his face, the freeze-image seems to suggest – in a field (Fig. 3). In Brazil 

(1985), Terry Gilliam replaces the sea with a city of skyscrapers and brick streets, which hold 

Sam’s foot firmly in their grip (Fig. 4).  

 

   

       

   

        

      

6.1.1 On Floating Bodies: Serge Daney and the Case of Le Grand Bleu   

 The fact, precisely, that Icarus fell in a body of water appears to be relevant in Bazin’s 

ekphrasis, because it is after his fall that the Icarian dream is realized: under water. From this 

perspective, Bazin invokes a second scientific reference to illustrate this myth of “underwater 

Icarus,” namely Archimedes’ principle of buoyancy, which states that ‘any solid lighter than 

Fig. 1 Fellini’s Icarus in 8 1/5 Fig. 2 The farmer in Andrei Rublev 

Fig. 3 Icarus falls on land Fig. 4 Terrestrial chains in Brazil 
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a fluid will, if placed in the fluid, be so far immersed that the weight of the solid will be equal 

to the weight of the fluid displaced.’6 Alongside his Newtonian framework, Bazin writes:   

Il n'était que d'être affranchi d'abord de cette pesanteur à l'envers qu'est le principe 
d'Archimède, puis d'être accordé par le modificateur de pression à la pression 
ambiante pour se trouver non plus dans la situation fugace et périlleuse du plongeur, 
mais dans celle de Neptune, maître et habitant de l'eau. L'homme enfin volait avec 
ses bras!7, iii 

 

Bazin makes it very clear that the water in Le Monde du silence is three-dimensional: ‘Il ne 

s’agit plus du symbolisme attaché à l’eau superficielle, mobile, ruisselante, lustrale mais 

plutôt de l’Océan: milieu à trois dimensions, plus stable d’ailleurs que l’aérien et dont 

l’enveloppement nous affranchit de la pesanteur.’8, iv And, indeed, as with human flight, there 

appears to exist in cinema a certain drive to dive. Alfonso Cuarón’s 2013 space odyssey 

Gravity, for instance, ends like the Icarus myth in water and – this is important – in three 

dimensions. In water, one can do several things: swim, drift, dive, or drown; but Bazin seems 

more interested in the experience of weight, rather than weightlessness. Under water, mass 

does not prevent flight but instead, thanks to the buoyancy principle, enables it. Eureka! 

Finally, man flies with his arms: ‘le poisson se fait oiseau.’9, v 

As Bazin points out in his Archimedean reference, water can symbolize either a 

superficial, shiny surface (le toit des focs) or a three-dimensional “body” (celui des phoques): 

‘l’espace d’en bas [qui] est celui de la vie.’10, vi Bazin’s choice of words in his critique to Le 

Monde du silence betrays a recurring preoccupation with a poem by Paul Valéry (1871-

1945), more precisely Le Cimetière marin (1920). The poem begins with ‘Le toit tranquille 

où marchent les colombes,’ and ends on ‘[…] le toit tranquille où picoraient les focs!’11, vii On 

                                                
6 Archimedes. “On Floating Bodies. Book I.” The Works of Archimedes. Ed. T. L. Heath. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1897): p. 257 

7 Bazin, André. “Le Monde du silence.” France observateur (01/03/1956): n. pag.  

8 Ibid. 

9 Bazin, André (1956). “Un film bergsonien:  Le Mystère Picasso.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? 
Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): pp. 194 

10 Bazin, “Le Monde du silence,” n. pag. 

11 Valéry, Paul (1920). “Le Cimetière marin.” Charmes. Paris: Gallimard (1952): pp. 222-241  
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several occasions, Bazin in fact mentions this particular poem, always in defence of a certain 

degree of formalism: 

Si la nature procède nécessairement de l’intérieur vers l’extérieur, de la cause à 
l’effet, c’est le privilege de l’art comme de la science d’induire une matière ou de 
déduire une forme. Valéry construit Le Cimetière marin sur la cadence d’un premier 
vers.12, viii 

 

And so Bazin’s underwater Icarus is in turn built on a poem that was written based on 

‘l’obsession d’un certain cadre rythmique, cadre d’abord vide et qu’il [Valéry] remplit peu à 

peu par un contenu qu’il croyait librement choisi.’13 More specifically, in his interpretation of 

Cousteau’s underwater exploration, Bazin reformulates Valéry’s vision of the surface of the 

ocean as the roof of an unexplored part of the universe: ‘la mer scintillante de lumière n’était 

au poète méditerranéen qu’un toit tranquille où marchent les colombes, celui des focs et non 

des phoques.’14, ix From this perspective, I will maintain that it is not coincidental that pools 

in cinema generally tend to a polemic that essentially revolves around the notions of surface 

and depth, understood in terms of “form” and “content,” a discourse in which Bazin, as I  will 

establish subsequently, actively participates. In anticipation of this discussion, I want to delve 

into Serge Daney’s critique of Luc Besson’s popular feature film Le Grand bleu (1988), 

which stirred the critical discourse to reconsider this formalist dialectic, because of its highly 

aestheticized imagery. As Daney writes, ‘la parenthèse (morale) du cinéma moderne étant 

finie, le cinéma (ou ce qu’il en reste) redécouvre une question de fond: d’où viennent les 

corps de rêve?’15, x The question that drives his discourse is indeed an ontological one:  

Le cinéma filmé, celui de Besson, hérite des “formes” et non des “corps” (platonicien, 
pas aristotélicien). Ces formes, assez dérisoires, sont néanmoins la seule mémoire 

                                                
12 Bazin, André. “De la forme et du fond ou la ‘crise’ du cinéma.” Almanach du théâtre et du 

cinéma (1951): p. 175 

13 Austin, L. J. “La Genèse du ‘Cimetière marin’.” Cahiers de l’association internationale des 
études françaises, No. 3-5 (1953): p. 256  

14 Bazin, André. “Le Monde du silence,” n.pag.  

15 Daney, Serge. L’exercice a été profitable, Monsieur. Eds. Jean-Claude Biette and Emmanuel 
Crimail. Paris: P.O.L. (1993): p. 146 
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(mémoire génétique du cinéma) existante et la seul vérité. […] Il faut les corps qui 
correspondent au monde publicitaire où nous sommes. [Original emphasis]16, xi 

 
These forms without body, Daney argues, are “amnesiac images,” images with memory loss: 

‘[…] quand je vois Le Grand Bleu, je ne vois pas la mer, je vois un concept publicitaire de 

mer qui a définitivement remplacé la mer.’17, xii In short, Daney sees Besson’s “blue movie” 

as emblematic of a collective aphasia: ‘La fameuse “crise de scénario” dont on nous bassine 

les oreilles, elle est là: dans la privatisation de l’expérience et dans l’aphasie que cela produit, 

surtout chez les jeunes.’18, xiii There is nothing left to say, nothing is being exchanged: 

collective apathy reflected in a lack of dialogue.  

 Indeed, everything in this film is set for a romance that never unfolds: their once in a 

life-time chance meeting somewhere in the Peruvian middle of nowhere, the man-hunt that 

leads her from New York all the way to the Mediterranean coast, where finally they reunite. 

But the protagonist, Jacques Mayol, seems only interested in diving, even when his girlfriend 

Johanna turns out to be pregnant; even when his best friend Enzo has died, running after the 

passion for depth. Actually, the only time when he gives her an explanation for his apathy 

towards life on earth, he reinforces again his aphasia: “you have to find a good reason to 

come back up, and I have a hard time finding one.” Ultimately, the highly aestheticized, 

smooth forms of Le Grand Bleu tell the story of suicide, as Jacques choses to be with “the 

mermaids:”  

Do you know how it is; do you know what you’re supposed to do to meet a 
mermaid? You go down to the bottom of the sea, where the water isn’t even blue 
anymore, where the sky is only a memory. And you float there, in silence, and you 
stay there and you decide that you’ll die for them. Only then do they start coming 
out. They come, and they great you and they judge the love you have for them. If it’s 
sincere, if it’s pure, they’ll be with you and take you away forever.  

 
It is not a shark this time (cf. supra, Chapter II: The Photograph of Danger: A Shark in 

the Cinema), but a dolphin where authenticity is sought after. Thus, in Le Grand Bleu 

Besson provides another angle on the connection between authenticity and death, and he does 

                                                
16 Ibid., p. 238 

17 Ibid., p. 293 

18 Ibid. 
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so via a certain “pure” formalism traditionally emptied of authenticity: from the point of view 

of Narcissistic superficiality, rather than the Icarian plunge.  

Daney’s critique of Besson’s highly aestheticised imagery inevitably brings us back to 

Bazin, more specifically to the notion of water in his essays on Le Monde du silence. As 

Joubert-Laurencin writes on the topic of the underwater documentary Atlantis (Luc Besson, 

1991), ‘à travers Daney, Luc Besson a vu Bazin.’19, xiv In Le Grand Blue, shiny surfaces, “the 

sunlit ocean” and wet, dolphin-like bodysuits (Fig. 5-6), are the dreamy clichés that 

altogether constitute this ‘symbolisme attaché à l'eau superficielle, mobile, ruisselante, 

lustrale,’20, xv to which Bazin opposes Le Monde du silence as a return to origins:  

[les images] sont l'accomplissement de toute une mythologie de l'eau dont la 
réalisation matérielle par ces surhommes subaquatiques rencontre en nous-mêmes de 
secrètes, profondes et immémoriales connivences.21, xvi 

 
It is precisely the lack of the latter, the three-dimensional ocean that portrays Le Grand Bleu 

as nostalgia for reality: a bit of a blue movie about having the blues.22 In a similar vein, many 

films set in or around swimming pools find themselves at the crux of imagination, memory 

loss, superficiality and nostalgia. Exemplary of luxury and wealth, swimming pools are the 

ultimate advertisement settings where image takes the upper hand over reality. Nanni 

Moretti’s Palombella rossa (1988) seems to be the exception affirming the rule, as the 

swimming pool becomes a political playground (Fig. 7). Juxtaposing it with Besson’s 

superficiality, Daney defends Moretti’s “refusal of depth:”   

                                                
19 Joubert-Laurencin, Hervé. Le Sommeil paradoxal: écrits sur André Bazin. Montreuil: Les 

Éditions de l’Œil (2014): p. 191 

20 Bazin, “Le Monde du silence,” n. pag. 

21 Ibid. 

22 From this point of view, it is perhaps not coincidental that in French “n’y voir que du bleu” 
comes to mean precisely the inability to see. Closely entangled with the expression “n’y voir 
que du feu” - worth the mention, since we are, after all, talking about Icarus - this phrase 
etymologically goes back to La Bibliothèque bleue, which encompasses a series of French 
early-modern publications from the seventeenth to nineteenth century. Typically distributed 
in small format, with a blue cover and on low quality paper, these booklets covered a wide 
range of popular subjects and came to stand for the origins of popular and mass media in 
France (Chartier, Roger. Dictionnaire encyclopédique du livre, Tome I. Paris: Cercle de la 
librairie (2003): pp. 294-295). From this historical perspective, “blue” gradually came to 
stand for “dreamy” as in un conte bleu, a fairy tale.  
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L’eau. Filmé comme jamais. […] Refus de la profondeur – qui fait de ce film la 
réponse du cinéma à l’audiovisuel (Le Grand Bleu). L’eau est une surface spéciale 
qu’il faut sans cesse parcourir, labourer de son corps (boustrophédon).23, xvii 

 

The water surface becomes workable, blends with Bruegel’s landscape in the foreground: the 

swimmer Michele becomes his ploughman. However, here again, the protagonist Michele 

suffers from memory loss, and his continued repeated shouting “I remember, I remember!” 

shows a narrative that struggles with amnesia. In The Graduate (Mike Nichols, 1967), the 

swimming pool offers Ben, a recent graduate anxious about his yet undefined future, the 

perfect escape from the expectations of his parents, their friends and his much older lover 

Mrs Robinson: “It’s very comfortable to just drift here.” The pool feels like a movie, as does 

his affair (the drinks, the hotel, the pool parties), and fits perfectly in the narrative of an 

impasse (Fig. 8). Both as an escape and amnesiac, Neddy in The Swimmer (Frank Perry, 

1968) hops from pool to pool, remembering clichéd forbidden desires (the baby-sitter), a love 

affair gone wrong and actual financial debt, as he swims “home,” all the while gradually 

realizing that there is no more home (Fig. 9). Swimming Pool (François Ozon, 2003) 

associates the pool with imagination, mystery and murder, which is also the morbid 

conclusion of Deep End (Jerzy Skolimowski, 1970), when Mike’s adolescent, obsessive 

desire for his co-worker Susan is finally answered as they drift together in the pool after 

having killed her first (Fig. 10).  

Amnesia, forgotten bodies, and forms without content: in Le Grand Bleu as well as a 

series of swimming pool films, something is always lacking, and this lack goes hand in hand 

with highly aestheticized imagery. If I have argued before that “imperfect” images tend to aid 

authenticity (cf. supra, 3.2.1 An Assurance in Things Not Seen), here this same logic seems 

reversed: gain in image equals loss of reality. And indeed, Besson’s Mediterranean sea is 

nothing like the ocean crossed by Thor Heyerdahl on his raft: in the former, dolphins are our 

                                                
23 Daney, L’exercice, p 168 

“Boustrophédon,” from Ancient Greek literally meaning “ox-turning” as in farming, here 
refers to a bi-directional text, in which each line is written in the opposite direction as the 
preceding one. Rather than reading from let to right (as in English, for example), or from 
right to left (as in Hebrew), these manuscripts need to be read alternately from left-to-right-
to-left. As Daney writes, in Palombella rossa Michele “ploughs” the surface of the pool 
with his body, swimming back and forth, just like an ox works the field or a bidirectional 
text is read.  
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friends (Jacques even calls them his family), in the latter, the sharks are a real danger that 

makes for an authentic, but nevertheless non-existent film. The lack of “body” in Besson, the 

nostalgia for content and meaning, surfaces in the water-logged, always shiny imagery of 

pool-films as a longing for “content:” the image exists in all its glory, but it has lost touch 

with reality. In what follows, I will further elaborate on the relation between form and content 

throughout Bazin’s writings on depth and three-dimensionality. In the following part, I will 

reconsider Bazin’s particular interest in three-dimensionality, in a “body” of water, as 

reflecting his ultimate reformulation of the notions of “content” versus “form.”   

 

   

        

   

        

   
 

        

Fig. 5 Depth in Le Grand Bleu Fig. 6 Sunlit surfaces 

Fig. 7 Boustrophedon swimming Fig.  8 The swimmer 

Fig. 9 The graduate Fig. 10 The deep end 
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6.2 A Perspective on 3-D: “Relief en équations” 

“L’événement décisif fut sans doute l’invention du premier système 
scientifique et, en quelque sorte, déjà mécanique: la perspective (la 

chambre noire de Vinci préfigurait celle de Niepce).”24, xviii 

 

 The dialectic between form and content leads me, first, to briefly consider the special 

place Bazin reserves for the notion of perspective in “Ontologie de l’image photographique,” 

in particular its role in painting as enabling the illusion of content: ‘il permettait à l’artiste de 

donner l’illusion d’un espace à trois dimensions où les objets puissent se situer comme dans 

notre perception directe.’25, xix While he sees the introduction of linear perspective in 

fifteenth-century Western painting as a first attempt to mechanically combine ‘l’expression 

[de la réalité spirituelle] avec l’imitation plus ou moins complète du monde extérieur, [my 

emphasis],’26, xx he clearly denounces its usage in facilitating, for instance, a ‘pseudo-réalisme 

du trompe-l’œil (ou trompe l’esprit) qui se satisfait de l’illusion des formes.’27, xxi Whereas 

formerly, the size, colour and shape of objects on a canvas had been informed by their 

spiritual meaning,28 linear perspective reorganizes them according to their relative distance 

                                                
24 Bazin, André (1945). “Ontologie de l’image photographique.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 10  

25 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 10  

26 Ibid. 

27 Ibid., p. 11 

28 See, for instance, Karsten Harries’ notion of “spiritual perspective,” which he juxtaposes with 
Alberti’s perspectiva artificialis: ‘The spiritual perspective of medieval art would have us 
look through painting in a very different sense: through the material to its spiritual 
significance. The mundane is transformed in a divine sign. Alberti’s art is incompatible with 
this spiritual perspective. A God-centred art gives way to a human-centred art’ (Infinity and 
Perspective. Cambridge: The MIT Press (2002): p. 85). Harries sees this conflict of 
perspectives reflected, for instance, in the clash between a growing interest in three-
dimensionality in late Medieval painting and the usage of gold. Linear perspective thus 
becomes entangled with the idea of a fall of man, of a profanity introduced in the history of 
painting with the invention of linear perspective.  

In a similar manner, Dudley Andrew in the biography of Bazin, elaborates on the notion of 
perspective in painting in “Ontologie” as ‘the golden calf of painters,’ (André Bazin. New 
York: Oxford University Press (2013): p. 65) thus invoking the theme of vanity and idolatry, 
which indeed runs through the essay via the double reference to Pascal’s Pensées.  
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from the spectator. From this viewpoint, Bazin denounces the painterly illusion of depth, 

when he writes:  

[…] l’art médiéval, par exemple, ne paraît pas souffrir de ce conflit; à la fois 
violemment réaliste et hautement spiritual, il ignorait le drame que les possibilités 
techniques sont venues révéler. La perspective fut le péché originel de la peinture 
occidentale.  
***  
Niepce et Lumière en furent les rédempteurs.29, xxii 

 

As he does explicitly in his argument for a “centrifugal” screen, Bazin again places cinema in 

opposition to painting, here with a particular focus on perspective and three-dimensionality. 

Already in the summer of 1943, Bazin would have started to develop his views on 

perspective through the analogy between cinema and Medieval painting, as Françoise 

Burgaud recalls that Bazin explained: ‘Je veux vous faire comprendre que la peinture 

médiéval et le cinéma, c’est la même chose! […] Ces peintres avaient tenté d’introduire dans 

leurs œuvres la signification du monde, parce qu’ils ne connaissaient pas la perspective.’30, 

xxiii These ideas in fact crystallize his view on linear perspective as having changed the 

history of Western painting, which would from then onwards be satisfied with illusion of 

forms up until its redemption by the cinematograph: the conflict between form and content, 

impression and expression, ultimately resolved. In this manner, after the cinematograph, 

Bazin is able to conclude in an addition the ontology-essay: ‘Et quand, avec [Paul] Cézanne, 

la forme reprendra possession de la toile, ce ne sera plus en tout cas selon la géométrie 

illusionniste de la perspective.’31, xxiv With this phrase on Cézanne, Bazin readily aligns his 

views on perspective with those held by French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-

1961) in “Cézanne’s Doubt” (1945):32  

                                                
29 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 12 

30 Bazin, cited by Françoise Burgaud, in Pagliano, Jean-Pierre. “Profils perdus: André Bazin.”  
France culture (20/10/1988) [Radio programme] 

Burgaud’s anecdote indeed makes one wonder whether it was perhaps the very first sketch of 
the Ontology-essay that Bazin had started to develop that summer of 1943. 

31 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 17 

32 As Andrew writes, Bazin was in fact in contact with the philosopher during the time Merleau-
Ponty wrote the essay on Cézanne (“Malraux, Bazin, and the Gesture of Picasso.” In: 
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[Cézanne] was pursuing reality without giving up the sensuous surface, with no other 
guide than the immediate impression of nature, without following the contours, with 
no line to enclose the color, with no perspectival or pictorial arrangement.33 
 

Merleau-Ponty emphasizes the painter’s ability to combine expression with form by leaving 

the illusionist geometry of perspective behind: similar to the medieval painters, Cézanne 

found expression outside the realm of perspective. The real problem with linear perspective, 

the veritable “sin of Western painting,” then, is that it inclines to emptied formalism: images 

cease to express meaning.  

In fact, as I will establish throughout the following pages, Bazin’s dismissal of the 

illusion of three-dimensionality created by linear perspective ties in with his subsequent 

embrace of “relief.” Though he deals with it explicitly in his later essays, Bazin’s concern 

with three-dimensionality, in which he finds, again in concert with Merleau-Ponty, a more 

“realist perspective,” is already present as a constitutive element of integral realism in “Le 

Mythe du cinéma total:”  

Leur imagination identifie l’idée cinématographique à une représentation totale et 
intégrale de la réalité, elle envisage d’emblée la restitution d’une illusion parfaite du 
monde extérieur avec le son, la couleur et le relief.  
Pour ce dernier un historien du cinéma, P. Potoniée [sic.], a même pu soutenir que “ce 
n’est pas la découverte de la photographie mais celle de la stéréoscopie […] qui ouvrit 
les yeux aux chercheurs.”34, xxv 

 
Where linear perspective manipulates colour, size and shape to facilitate the illusion of depth, 

Niepce and Lumière mechanized it. In the following pages, I suggest that Bazin completes 

this train of thought in his 1953 essay entitled “Relief en équations,” as he elaborates on 

stereoscopy as a decisive step towards a “perfect illusion” of reality: synthetic relief 

integrates form and content, rather than setting them off against each other.  

  

                                                                                                                                                  
Opening Bazin: Postwar Film Theory and Its Aftermath. Eds. Dudley Andrew and Hervé 
Joubert-Laurencin. New York: Oxford University Press (2011): p. 159) 

33 Merleau-Ponty, Maurice (1945). “Cézanne’s Doubt.” In: Sense and Non-Sense. Illinois: 
Northwestern University Press (1964): p. 12  

34 Bazin, André. “Le Mythe du cinéma total.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  
(2008): p. 22 



Perspectives on the Centrifugal Screen 
 

 
190 

6.2.1 From a Realist Perspective: “L’Image imaginaire”  

 

“Still, my deepest desire, or biggest hope, 
is that this future 3-D cinema 

will in fact ignite a new interest in the act of seeing. 
In the physiology and psychology 

Of what our eyes and our brains do together, in unison,  
In the most amazing perfection,  

To create space, depth, volume and presence. [Original emphasis]”35 
 

While Bazin is traditionally ranked among the most realist film critics, his writings on 

depth-of-field in particular stirred considerable critique in his days.36  The most direct 

accusation was made by Georges Sadoul, who argued that Bazin and his colleagues at 

L’Écran français ‘attachent plus d’importance à la forme qu’au contenu.’37 Without wanting 

to deviate into the specifics of this particular debate, the nuances Bazin provides in his 

responses are indicative of the ways in which these claims caused him to rethink the realist 

and the formalist discourse. In “La ‘technique’ et le ‘sujet’ ne jouent pas au cinéma le même 

rôle que dans les autres arts: la forme et le fond” (1950), he writes:  

Depuis deux ou trois ans une querelle divise la critique cinématographique. Il est vrai 
qu’elle peut sembler n’être que l’ombre de la fameuse dispute du réalisme et du 
formalisme en art […] Je crois pourtant que le problème du formalisme se pose bien 
différemment au cinéma et dans la plupart des arts.38, xxvi 

 

Even though it was raised in a very specific context, this assertion in fact summarizes Bazin’s 

views on the evolution of cinematographic language to a great extent: under the common 

denominator of a myth of total cinema, Bazin’s criticism oscillates from a “realist” defence of 
                                                

35 Wenders, Wim. Inventing Peace: A Dialogue on Perception. London: I. B. Tauris (2013): p. 175  

36 A concise but clear overview of the debates following “William Wyler ou le janséniste de la 
mise en scène” (1948) between Bazin and Sadoul has been published under the title 
“Convergences et divergences sur la profondeur de champ et le sujet” (1895: Revue 
d’histoire du cinéma, No. 67 (Summer 2012): pp. 126-143), comprising excerpts of six texts 
that clarify the discussion from both sides.  

37 Sadoul, Georges (1948). “La Métaphysique de la profondeur de champ.” 1895: Revue d’histoire 
du cinéma, No. 67 (Summer 2012): p. 135 

38 Bazin, André. “La ‘technique’ et le ‘sujet’ ne jouent pas au cinéma le même rôle que dans les 
autres arts: la forme et le fond.” Radio cinéma télévision, No. 45 (28/11/1950)  
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sound cinema on the one hand, to a “formalist” treatment of depth-of-field. This dichotomy 

effectively culminates in Bazin’s embrace of stereoscopy, in which he employs the notion of 

an “imaginary image” to give body to a synthesis of both tendencies: because a three-

dimensional image is formed by mentally combining two slightly diverging perspectives, 

relief literally imitates our direct perception and creates a “more realist” image that 

paradoxically exists only in imagination.  

In “Relief en équations” (1952) Bazin embarks on a rather technical explanation of 

three-dimensional cinema in which, beyond prophesying a future ideal cinema,39 he revives 

the foundations of the myth of total, i.e. integral realism:  

Si le cinéma en relief dépasse un jour comme il est probable le stade de la simple 
curiosité scientifique, il ne lui suffira pas de nous épater en dirigeant sur la salle la 
lance d'arrosage du jardinier. Il devra y avoir aussi loin de ce cinéma futur aux 
anaglyphes que de l'Entrée du train en gare de La Ciotat à la séquence de la 
locomotive dans La Bête humaine. Les travaux de M. Spottiswoode et leur application 
encore expérimentale dans les films du Festival de Grande-Bretagne nous garantissent 
déjà que le relief se prête aux mêmes interprétations, à un usage aussi concerté et pour 
tout dire artistique que le cinéma “plat.” Franchissons donc allègrement ce pas 
nouveau et décisif vers un cinéma total.40, xxvii 

 

While “flat cinema” mechanized and thus “redeemed” Western painting from emptied 

formalism, it nevertheless relies on a fixed, one-point perspective (Fig. 11): while in reality 

both eyes (D and G) perceive from slightly diverging points of view, they see on screen one 

and the same image, captured from the exact same camera lens. In today’s terminology, this 
                                                

39 Bazin was well aware of the technologies offering stereoscopic vision, as his mention of 
Georges Potoniée’s Les Origines du cinématographe (1928) in the Myth-essay indicates. 
Writing in 1953, then, Bazin knew of Louis Lumière’s efforts in stereoscopy and in fact 
subtly criticizes his disinterested, purely technical approach. The fact that the technology 
had existed long before it was put to use at the Festival of Britain, where Bazin encountered 
the poetic use of 3-D, illustrates his argument against the mere industrial demand or 
scientific invention of film and in favour of myth, which includes the imagination and 
artistic use of those technologies.  

For a comprehensive historiography of stereoscopic cinema, see for example Ray Zone’s 
Stereoscopic Cinema and the Origins of 3-D Film, 1838-1952. Lexington: The University of 
Kentucky Press (2007); Zone, Ray. 3-D Revolution: The History of Modern Stereoscopic 
Cinema. Lexington: The University of Kentucky Press (2012). See also the recently 
published Ross, Miriam. 3D Cinema: Optical Illusion and Tactile Experiences. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan (2015), especially her chapter on “New Realisms” (pp. 72-94).  

40 Bazin, André. “Un nouveau stade du cinéma en relief: le relief en équations.” Radio cinéma 
télévision, No. 131 (20/07/1952): p. 5 



Perspectives on the Centrifugal Screen 
 

 
192 

is referred to as a “zero parallax,” meaning that the discrepancy between the two projected 

images on screen equals zero.41 Stereoscopy, then, moves away from this abstract, cyclonic 

set-up towards a binocular model: the second diagram illustrates a “positive parallax,” where 

two slightly diverging images are projected simultaneously, maintaining the median distance 

between the right and left eye (Fig. 12). This procedure is more or less comparable to our 

actual perception of depth at a great distance, since the axes of each projection run parallel 

(the discrepancy on screen equals the distance between the eyes). This type of stereoscopy, 

however, has the disadvantage that objects at close distance will appear blurred, or cause 

discomfort: ‘Quand je regarde le bout de mon nez, je louche et je fais des efforts désespérés 

pour voir net. Mais au cinéma, je dois dissocier ces deux mécanismes psychologiques.’42, xxviii 

Even though the camera is equipped with two lenses, it is nevertheless forced to remain 

static, since a rapid succession of planes involving different depth cues would tire our brain 

(which is where the images are put into focus) and enhance such cross-eyed outcome. The 

true “revolution in relief” that reminds Bazin of the integral realism he had promoted in “Le 

Mythe du cinéma total,” is the creation of depth in front of the screen: by inverting the axes 

of projection on screen, a “negative parallax” creates the point of convergence in between the 

screen and the spectator (Fig. 13). Owing to specific calculations of British film theorist 

Raymond Spottiswoode (1913-1970), this convergence in the projection could be calculated 

depending on the actual distance between the camera and the filmed objects. Bazin 

encountered the results of this invention at the Festival of Britain in 1952, where 

Spottiswoode had commissioned Canadian filmmaker Norman McLaren (1914-1987) to 

produce 3-D animations based on these principles.43 The resulting films, Around Is Around 

(1952) and Now Is the Time (1952) were, according to Bazin, ‘[…] une révolution poétique et 

géniale’ in animation film: ‘une peinture abstraite en mouvement et en relief.’44, xxix 

                                                
41 The parallax is the degree of perspectival difference between two diverging points of view, 

which lies at the basis of our perception of depth. Because of the distance between our left 
and our right eye; on different parallax classifications used to create stereoscopic vision, see: 
Stereographics Developers’ Handbook. Stereographics Corporation (1997): pp. 9-10 
<http://www.cs.unc.edu/Research/stc/FAQs/Stereo/stereo-handbook.pdf>  

42 Bazin, “Relief en équations,” p. 5  

43 Zone, Ray. 3-D Revolution: The History of Modern Stereoscopic Cinema. Kentucky: The 
University of Kentucky Press (2012): p. 401 

44 Bazin, “Relief en équations,” p. 5 
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When Bazin envisions a future cinema in three-dimensions by comparing Lumière’s 

train to the sequence in La Bête humaine (Jean Renoir, 1938), he is not merely imagining this 

train in 3-D for the sake of making a clever film historical reference (admittedly, this is 

precisely the case with the example of L’Arroseur arrosé from 1897). The train arriving at La 

Ciotat could have easily been recorded using a positive parallax, because the camera remains 

static the entire period of shooting. In fact, by 1903 Lumière had already successfully 

recreated the sequence in stereoscopy (Fig. 14); he had patented his ideas on this technology 

at the turn of the century, and published an essay under the title “Stereoscopy On the Screen” 

in 1936, to which I will turn later (cf. infra, 6.2.2 “Will this be the triumph of the fat?”).45 

Renoir’s famed train sequence, quite the opposite with its rapid succession of shots captured 

by a camera moving at train speed, would only be possible in three dimensions by means of 

“synthetic relief,” because of its relative axis of convergence, ‘correspondant à l’angle de 

vision que le spectateur aurait dans la réalité.’46, xxx Surprisingly, the more realist the 

perspective, the more the image becomes imaginary; the synthetic image is, as Bazin writes, 

“une image imaginaire” that is mentally put into focus in between the screen and the 

                                                
45 See: Ray Zone, Stereoscopic Cinema, pp. 141-143; Lumière’s essay can be found in Journal of 

the Society of Motion Picture Engineers, Vol. 27, No. 3 (September 1936): pp. 315-320 

46 Bazin, “Relief en équations,” p.4 

Fig. 11 Zero parallax Fig. 12 Positive parallax Fig. 13 Negative parallax 
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spectator. In short, the image ceases to exist as such and instead gives way to an enhanced 

realism. The imagination of cinema had never felt so real! 

Bazin’s juxtaposition of these two iconic trains in film history anticipates a series of 

references that articulate three-dimensionality as the integration of image with reality, or 

form with content. In the introduction to “The ‘Return’ of 3-D” (2013), appropriately 

subtitled “Trains of Thought,” Thomas Elsaesser engages in the current discourse on three-

dimensionality, which he considers not merely as a special effect, but rather as ‘a different 

kind of mental image,’47 involving a veritable paradigm change. Like Bazin, he references 

Lumière and Renoir’s trains, both condensed in a sequence from Martin Scorsese’s 3-D Hugo 

(2011), in which the little boy has a nightmare involving the derailment of a train at the 

Montparnasse station:  

[…] for the cinephile, there is an in-joke within the in-joke within the in-joke. The 
train seen roaring twice into the station is not just any old train from the 1920s. It is 
the digitally enhanced proleptic train from Jean Renoir’s 1938 La Bête humaine, 
complete with Jean Gabin’s begoggled sooty face leaning out of the locomotive; 
Scorsese’s mise en abyme of film history in reverse is giving us this train wreck as an 
in-joke in 3-D, considered as a temporal anamorph rather than an optical effect.48 

 
To add to these on-going cross-references, the visual effects of the train landing in a heap 

were in fact entirely inspired by the historical photograph of an actual derailment at the 

Montparnasse railway station that had occurred about a week before the Lumière brothers’ 

first screening (Fig.  15, 16 & 17).49 From this point of view, Scorsese revisits in this dream 

sequence the so-oft cited and debunked “origin myth” of cinema: Lumière’s terrified 

spectator would have been unable to dissociate the moving image of an approaching train 

from reality. On this topic, Tom Gunning, for example, writes: ‘Far from fulfilling a dream of 

total replication of reality – the apophantis of the myth of total cinema – the experience of the 

                                                
47 Elsaesser, Thomas. “The ‘Return’ of 3-D: On Some of the Logics and Genealogies of the Image 

in the Twenty-First Century.” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 39 (Winter 2013): p. 218  

48 Ibid., p. 217 

49 Legato, Rob. “Hugo and the Joy of Filmmaking.” CreativeCOW.net [Accessed 21/02/2015] 
<https://library.creativecow.net/legato_rob/magazine_30_HUGO/1> 
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first projections exposes the hollow centre of the cinematic illusion.’50 However, in an 

attempt to nuance the story’s by now fabled status, Ray Zone adds to its mythical origins that: 

‘It seems highly likely that this train disaster may have been on the minds of Parisian patrons 

viewing L'Arrivée d'un train at the Grand Café and affected their response to the motion 

picture image of an approaching locomotive.’51 Imagine a box-office release involving 

collapsing towers in the aftermath of September 11, or a train crashing into Spanish theatres 

following the Santiago de Compostella derailment in July 2013: such disastrous events show 

reality to be stranger than fiction, and shocked reactions to their depictions are perhaps less 

related to a naive mistaking of fiction for reality, but may instead arise as a result of 

collective trauma. The implied convergence between history and fiction in Scorcese’s 

sequence of trains, then, projects new light on the mythical status of Lumière’s train. Hence, 

another “in-joke” completes this chain of trains in 3-D: Louis Lumière, Jean Renoir, Martin 

Scorsese and somewhere in between André Bazin, whose notion of stereoscopy as an 

“imaginary image” now appears more than ever as ‘une hallucination vraie.’52, xxxi 

This short excursion on the mythical background of trains in cinema brings me back 

to the core of Bazin’s views on perspective, condensed in the reference to Cézanne and 

synthesized in his embrace of synthetic relief. While Lumière’s original (2-D) train sequence 

is arguably already an exercise in “stereoscopic aesthetics,”53 the static camera position 

reveals its reliance on analytic geometry to create depth. Bazin’s elaborate technical 

explanations suggest, on the contrary, that the “more realist” perspective of stereoscopy, i.e. 

the mental convergence of two distinct images into one three-dimensional image, is neither 

                                                
50 Gunning, Tom. “An Aesthetic of Astonishment: Early Film and the (In)credulous Spectator.” In: 

Film Theory: Critical Concepts in Media and Culture Studies, Volume 3. Eds. Philip 
Simpson, Andrew Utterson and K. J. Shepherdson. New York: Routledge (2004): p. 91; also 
see, Loiperdinger, Martin. “Lumière’s Arrival of the Train: Cinema’s Founding Myth.” The 
Moving Image, Vol. 4, No. 1 (Spring 2004): pp. 89-118 

51 Zone, Ray. “A Note on “Cinema’s Founding Myth.” The Moving Image, Vol. 5, No. 2 (Fall 2005): 
p. 147 

 Zone’s anecdote in fact calls to mind Bazin’s notion of film as a social documentary, which 
highlights the hallucinatory nature of reality and vice versa, cf. supra, 5.1.1 W.H. Auden: 
Icarus as an Anti-War Statement 

52 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 16 

53 For a detailed analysis of depth in L’Arrivée du train, see Loiperdinger, “Cinema’s Founding 
Myth,” pp. 102-107 
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linear, nor is it indeed photographic. In a similar vein, Merleau-Ponty, who may have had 

Lumière’s train in mind, puts it this way in his essay on Cézanne:  

[…] the lived experience, that which we actually perceive, is not a geometric or 
photographic one. The objects we see close at hand appear smaller, those far away 
seem larger than they do in a photograph. (This can be seen in a movie, where a train 
approaches and gets bigger much faster than a real train would under the same 
circumstances.) 54 

 
From this viewpoint, objects on the “flat” cinema screen appear closer than they really are.55 

Here, again, Bazin appears to follow Merleau-Ponty’s description of “lived perspective” 

when he praises stereoscopy’s perspectival apparatus as “an eye for an eye.” Moreover, the 

shift from analytic to synthetic relief proposed by Spottiswoode literally does away with the 

flat surface of the image, which is now mentally “imagined” in between the screen and the 

spectator: ‘la restitution d’une illusion parfaite du monde extérieur avec le son, la couleur et 

le relief.’56, xxxii 

The reference to the trains in Bazin’s citation, then, is a subtle repetition of the 

objections he had made against the inventors and in favour of an imagination of cinema (cf. 

supra, 4.1 Icarus and the Imagination of Cinema). Lumière’s train, even re-shot in 3-D, 

does not exceed the level of “scientific curiosity,” whereas Bazin envisions a train in full 

speed and in three dimensions: ‘un usage aussi concerté et pour tout dire artistique que le 

cinéma "plat."’xxxiii Bazin’s careful dismissal of Lumière’s writing on stereoscopy, or indeed 

his 3-D version of the arrival of the train, runs along the lines of his myth as the imagination 

rather than the inventions of cinema. In fact, the contextual reference with which Bazin opens 

“Relief en équations” is the same text that inspired him, five years earlier, to write “Le Mythe 

du cinéma total:” Georges Sadoul’s first volume of Histoire générale du cinéma on the 

invention of cinema. As I will establish subsequently, this is not a coincidence: where the 

                                                
54 Merleau-Ponty, “Cézanne’s Doubt,” p. 14 

55 On the effects of such distortions during the Lumière projection, see Loiperdinger, pp. 103-104: 
‘Every object is reduced in size by the square of its actual distance from the camera’s lens. 
Objects filmed close up appear larger; those filmed from afar seem smaller than we are used 
to from human spatial perception. […] This cinematic effect makes the approaching and 
seemingly rapidly growing locomotive on the screen appear to be accelerating while, in 
reality, the locomotive arriving at the station is slowing down.’  

56 Bazin, “Mythe,” p. 22 
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first essay is a strong justification of the talking film (cf. supra, 1.1.1 “You must speak!” 

Total Cinema and the Myth of Charlot), the latter aspires to recall this agenda in support of 

cinema in relief – a vital component, alongside sound and colour, of integral realism.  

 

    

       

    

       

 
6.2.2 “Will this be the triumph of the fat?” 

 The dry and scientific tone of Louis Lumière’s essay on stereoscopy illustrates in 

many ways his more general disinterest in the future artistic possibilities of the technologies 

he invented.57 His apathy in fact becomes the more striking when juxtaposed to the ideas on 

the same topic of a visionary such as Sergei Eisenstein (1898-1948), who in “On 

Stereocinema” (1947) goes as far as to applaud three-dimensionality as a new artistic form 

that makes possible the elevation of post-war consciousness. He writes:  
                                                

57 In an interview with Georges Sadoul in 1948, Lumière would have stated clearly that his interest 
in stereoscopy was purely scientific (Zone, Stereoscopic Cinema, p. 143).  

Fig. 14 Lumière’s arriving train in 3-D Fig. 15 Screening Lumière in Hugo 

Fig. 16 Train crash at Montparnasse Fig. 17 Renoir’s train in 3-D 
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What of consciousness, struggling tirelessly in these post-war years to forge a 
concrete model of a genuinely democratic international ideal? Are they not 
clamouring for artistic expression of wholly new, never-before-seen forms and 
dimensions, far beyond the limits of the palliatives proffered by traditional theatre, 
traditional sculpture, and traditional … cinema? To be sure, the new, dynamic 
stereosculpture will toss traditional, static sculpture – with its yardstick, still wielded 
by the likes of Chavance – beyond the limits of dimensions and unique qualities. 
We must not fear the advent of a new era in art.58 

 
In what follows, I want to briefly digress into this former discourse via Eisenstein’s essay, 

because he takes on a similar critical agenda as Bazin did back in 1946. Both critics, I will 

establish, are offended by an elitist dismissal of a novel technology brought to the cinema 

screen. Eisenstein begins his elaborate study of stereoscopic cinema with an apology that 

derides the opposition:  

These days you run into a whole lot of people asking: “Do you believe in 
stereocinema?” To my mind this question sounds about as absurd as if they were to 
say: do you believe that it will be night-time at midnight, that one day the snow in the 
streets of Moscow will melt away, that there will be green trees in the summer and 
apples in the fall? That today will give way — to tomorrow! To doubt that tomorrow 
belongs to stereocinema is just as naïve as it is to doubt the very coming of tomorrow!  
[…] How is it, indeed, that we are able to make such bold predictions? The answer is 
that no species of art is truly capable of survival unless it bears in its essential 
character some aspect of our deepest yearnings and aspirations.59  
 

One of those people in disbelief about 3-D was Louis Chavance (1907-1979), French 

screenwriter and critic at Revue du cinéma, who Eisenstein accuses of “willful 

obscurantism”60 when he dismissively wrote: ‘is this technological discovery able in some 

way to heighten the dramatic tension of a scene? Does an actor, represented in three 

dimensions, find there some additional expressive means? A physical plumpness? … Will 

this be the triumph of the fat?’61 In reaction to such opinions, Eisenstein interestingly resorts 

                                                
58 Eisenstein, Sergei (1947). “On Stereocinema.” In: 3D Cinema and Beyond. Eds. Dan Adler, 

Janine Marchessault and Sanja Obradovic. Toronto: Public 47 (2013): p. 56  

59 Ibid., p. 20 

60 Ibid., p. 55 

61 Louis Chavance (1946), cited in Ibid., p. 55 
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to “deep-seated human needs,”62 with three-dimensionality being ‘the most thorough and 

immediate expressions of such aspirations.’63 Again much like Bazin, Eisenstein argues that 

this third dimension meets such inherent human needs by integrating image and reality 

(Eisenstein calls this binary set “Fiction and Reality”), when he writes:  

Here these two “partners” are understood as the embodiment of two fundamentally 
distinct realms, divided by the rampe; the realms of Fiction and Reality.64  

And:  

Not only had cinema – that ultimate stage in the developmental history of the 
theatrical art – realized successfully the tendency to reunite spectator and performer, it 
was also able to merge the realm of Fiction with that of Reality, transformed by an 
artistic will.65 

 
The parallels between Eisenstein’s praise of 3-D and Bazin’s notion of integral realism 

appear to bring out the formalist side of Bazin’s realism; conversely, Eisenstein’s ‘social 

interpretation of reality’66 shows the realist element in his ardent formalism, i.e. fiction as it 

relates to reality. In a similar vein, Jon Wagner reads in Bazin’s myth of total cinema as ‘a 

realism formalist in its formation.’67 He puts it very convincingly:  

Integral realism; a recreation of the world unburdened by the irreversibility of time; 
myth: when Bazin describes the genesis of cinema in terms of his realist ideal, and 

                                                
62 Ibid., p. 26  

63 Ibid., p. 21 

64 Ibid., p. 47 

Eisenstein’s mention of the rampe, which are the footlights that illuminates the actors on 
stage and thus separate them from the audience, draws parallels between stereoscopy and the 
theatre. Having been actively involved with the theatre before his career as a film director, it 
should come as no surprise that a major part of the essay on 3-D seeks the precursors of this 
novel technology in the theatre.  

65 Ibid., p. 49 

66 Ibid., p. 26  

67 Wagner, Jon. “Lost Aura: Benjamin, Bain and the Realist Paradox.” Spectator, Vol. 1 (Fall 
1988): p. 66 
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when this ideal entails illusory representation and temporal recreation, I think he 
comes close to defining his own formalism.68 

 
A new technique, three dimensionality adds volume, quite literally more image on screen, 

and at the same time brings about an increase in realism: it lessens the gap between film and 

reality. Whereas three-dimensionality was dismissed by some critics as mere “physical 

plumpness” with no expressive means, Bazin thus considered it a ‘pas nouveau et décisif vers 

un cinéma total.’69, xxxiv From the more realist perspective of stereoscopy, three-

dimensionality then ultimately holds the potential to realize Bazin’s myth as an “image 

imaginaire:” the synthesis of form and content.  

  

                                                
68 Ibid. 

69 Bazin, “Relief en équations,” p. 5 
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6.3 Oh langage! The Poetry and Realist Grammar of 3-D 

“Si la perspective fût le péché originel de la peinture occidentale, la 
technique était son fossoyeur. La conquête de l’espace fit perdre la 

mémoire à tous.”xxxv 
(Jean-Luc Godard, Les Trois Désastres, 2013) 

 

In the year 2015, the best defence of 3-D cinema from the perspective of myth is 

found in cinema itself: with Jean-Luc Godard’s Adieu au langage (2014) and Wim Wenders’ 

Every Thing Will Be Fine (2015), Bazin’s twofold wish for an artistic and consorted use of 

three-dimensionality becomes reality. To conclude this chapter on 3-D, I will argue that each 

of these filmmakers, adding to an already extensive and established oeuvre, affirms either 

through drama or as a film essay that 3-D now belongs to the language of film.   

In his first 3-D film-essay Les Trois Désastres (2013), Godard recites the phrase on 

perspective from “Ontologie” – ‘La perspective fût le péché originel de la peinture’70 - with 

yellow streetlights superimposes over an image of the Madonna against a dark-blue 

background (Fig. 18). Godard is known for his fondness for quoting Bazin,71, (xxxvi) and this 

specific sequence offers itself as a condensed moment in a succinct scheme for a new 

cosmology of cinema, in three dimensions. From a contemporary point of view, Godard 

revisits Bazin’s critique of illusionist perspective, applied to 3-D cinema: “Voyez-vous, 

Sergei, vous avez senti qu’il n’y a pas d’espace au Kremlin et pas davantage à San Francisco, 

n’est-ce pas Orson Welles?”xxxvii The fear of emptied formalism, of meaninglessness and 

memory loss, clearly runs through Godard’s inaugural manifesto for 3-D; or is it its requiem? 

His rather cynical allusion to Titanic 3-D (James Cameron, 1997), “Et alors, la profondeur; la 

profondeur! Déclare le professeur du Titanic,”xxxviii  appears to suggest an overall sarcastic 

                                                
70 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 12 

71 ‘Je trouve qu’on devrait citer André Bazin dans n’importe quel article sur le cinéma […]’ (Jean-
Luc Godard, cited in Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, p. 14).  

See also the citation in the opening scene of Le Mépris (1963), in which Godard claims Bazin 
would have said that ‘le cinéma substitue à notre regard un monde qui s'accorde à nos 
désirs.’ While it definitely has some bazinian undertones, specifically in relation to Bazin’s 
notion of the “social documentary,” this statement was in fact uttered in 1959 by Michel 
Mourlet, film critic at Cahiers du cinéma (see: Joubert-Laurencin, Le Sommeil paradoxal, 
pp. 37-39).  
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tone vis-à-vis 3-D technology, which is confirmed by a superficial reading of the film’s title: 

the three disasters. Taken literally, “les trois désastres” indeed appears to be a foreboding for 

his subsequent 3-D film, Adieu au langage (2014): from three disasters follows an excess of 

imagery that disables communication and meaning. In Adieu au langage, Godard criticizes 

the empty, meaningless images that flood our contemporary screens, under the “dictatorship 

of the digital.” The nostalgia to which he still holds on in Les Trois Désastres, is replaced by 

rather grim Instagram-aesthetics: iPhones and Google, so he suggests, have replaced our 

books and our knowledge. Again, superficially, the title gives a negative impression when it 

comes to the expressive means of 3-D, a goodbye to language for lovers who have stopped 

talking or listening: “Fais de sorte que tu puisses m’entendre,” she repeatedly says, to which 

he answers; “fais de sorte que je puisse parler.”xxxix  

 Read differently, “Adieu au langage [Goodbye to Language]” transforms via inter-

titles into “Ah Dieu, oh langage [Ah God, oh language];” and indeed more than a farewell, 

the film is an affirmation of the possibilities to reinvent the language of cinema: as the 

cinematographer Fabrice Aragno says, ‘we weren’t interested in using 3-D as an effect. The 

film had to be about using 3-D to express new things.’72 Godard includes, among many 

innovations, nudes descending a staircase in 3-D, and constantly plays with layering, double 

exposures and superimposition. Changing the parallax degrees, for example, causes the two 

layers that combined produce the 3-D effect to suddenly split and forces each eye to follow a 

different image cross-eyed. Godard’s most recent investment in 3-D, then, not only ‘breaks 

the rules of 3-D,’73 but creates new ones altogether. Aragno explains that in order to achieve 

this, he:  

[…] built a rig to separate the images, which happens at several points in Goodbye to 
Language, and I first did a test with two friends. I had them stand together in a shot, 
and then I asked the boy to walk away, over to the kitchen. I followed him with the 
right camera, while the left camera stayed on the girl. You suddenly have two images, 
with the girl on the left, and the boy on the right, and your brain begins to mix the 

                                                
72 Fabrice Aragno in Dallas, Paul. “1+1=3.” Film Comment (November/December 2014) 

<http://www.filmcomment.com/article/fabrice-aragno-interview>  

73 See: Frazer, Bryant. “Five Ways Jean-Luc Godard Breaks the 3D Rules in Farewell to 
Language.” StudioDaily (03/10/2014) <http://www.studiodaily.com/2014/10/five-ways-
jean-luc-godard-breaks-the-3d-rules-in-farewell-to-language/> 
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two. Then I had the boy walk back to the girl, and the 3-D image returns. It hurts a bit 
when you watch it.74 

 
The result of this experiment has already been termed by the critics “shot of 2014” (Fig. 19), 

as it pushes the limits of cinematographic language: ‘It’s montage taken to its logical 

extreme: in-eye editing. This isn’t simply a great shot—it’s a new kind of shot altogether.’75 

David Bordwell, who admits he was wrong when he had previously dismissed the new 

technique, sees in it the ‘temptation to close one eye, then the other, in creating your own 

shot/reverse-shot editing.’76  

Already in his first 3-D essay, Godard returns to language, more precisely to poetry, 

when he has an excerpt from Charles Baudelaire’s Le Voyage (1861) whispered over a 

superimposition of a ferry on the shimmering surface of the ocean and a piano play (Fig. 20), 

altogether creating some sort of double 3-D:  

Nous avons vu des astres 
Et des flots, nous avons vu des sables aussi; 
Et, malgré bien des chocs et d'imprévus désastres, 
Nous nous sommes souvent ennuyés, comme ici. 

La gloire du soleil sur la mer violette, 
La gloire des cités dans le soleil couchant, 
Allumaient dans nos cœurs une ardeur inquiète 
De plonger dans un ciel au reflet alléchant.77, xl 

 
The title now becomes “the three stars,” like those in Van Gogh’s Starry Night, which Bazin 

in a liberal poetic turn described as “three suns,” alluding to the sunflowers as motifs of a 

new cosmology of film (cf. supra, 5.2.2 Two Revolutions on Film: Geographic 

Temporality). Not much later, a woman will fall from the sky, impaled by the mast of a 

sailboat (Fig. 21); or is it, as the subsequent shot suggests, the crane of a camera? The fall of 

                                                
74 Aragno, cited in Dallas, “1+1=3”  

75 Marsh, Calum. “The Shot of the Year.” The Dissolve (19/12/2014) 
<https://thedissolve.com/features/2014-in-review/866-the-shot-of-the-year/>  

76 Bordwell, David. “Adieu au langage: 2+2x3D.” Observations on Film Art (07/09/2014)  
<http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2014/09/07/adieu-au-langage-2-2-x-3d/> 

77 Baudelaire, Charles. “Le Voyage.” Les Fleurs du mal. Paris: Poulet-Malassis et De Broise 
(1861): pp. 308-309 
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Icarus has gone terribly wrong: boredom, despite unforeseen disasters. “Those who lack 

imagination,” the voice-over in Adieu au language narrates, “seek refuge in reality.” 

Nevertheless, to dive into the sky, to fly with your arms, affirms imagination as the 

transformative force of poetry. Baudelaire writes, ‘Nous voulons voyager sans vapeur et sans 

voile! [We want to travel without wind or sails!],’ to which Valéry adds: ‘Le vent se lève! 

[The wind rises!].’  

 

   

      

   

      

 

With his latest return to fiction in Every Thing Will Be Fine (2015), Wim Wenders 

confirms that his initial interest in 3-D for Pina (2011), a dance documentary about the 

German choreographer Pina Bausch, and for his subsequent documentary on architecture, 

Cathedrals of Culture (2014), was not short-lived. In fact, after years of experimenting with 

this new technology, Wenders is now one of the most outspoken defenders of 3-D, which he 

sees, against the big Hollywood studios, capable of a “realist grammar:”  

Fig. 18 The three stars Fig. 19 Shot of the year 2014 

Fig. 20 “Nous avons vu des astres…” Fig. 21 Icarus impaled 
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Human reality. Our planet. Our existence. Our concerns. But: I am convinced that this 
is what 3-D was invented for and what it can do. […] It should/it will/it must become 
the very language of future-reality based movies, documentaries as well as fictional 
films. It is absurd that the contemporary notion of a “fictional film” means, for more 
and more people today, that it is not related to any reality. That is a cultural disaster; a 
tsunami wiping out our imagination. Stories are rooted in myth, and myth is distilled 
from human experience, from life. […] 3-D belongs in the hands of documentary 
filmmakers, of independent writers, directors, authors, of people willing and able to 
forget limits, rules, formulas, recipes, and enter a whole new age of cinema, where 
there is more… connexion. Existential connection. 3-D has that connecting power…78  

 
Wenders makes a clear statement about putting 3-D technology back into the hands of 

filmmakers who can reclaim this technology as part of the language of film: to make films 

speak again. His choice to use 3-D for Pina relied, in the fashion of Eisenstein (cf. supra, 

6.2.2 “Will this be the triumph of the fat?”), on concepts that are typically associated with 

the theatre: an emphasis on a newfound presence and interpersonal closeness. It enables what 

Wenders calls a connexion, all the while without resorting to what Bazin calls the 

“hyperbole” of overacting, a direct consequence of the gap between audience and stage: ‘La 

scène l’incite [l’acteur] donc, le contraint même à l’hyperbole. Seul l’écran pouvait permettre 

à Charlot d’atteindre à cette mathématique parfaite de la situation et du geste, où le maximum 

de clarté s’exprime dans le minimum de temps.’79, xli It is therefore no coincidence that ‘the 

most exciting experience was the simplest one: close-ups.’80 The intimate close-ups of Pina 

Bausch’s dancers are not only the most simple, i.e. least spectacular cinema experience, but 

also the least theatrical and therefore perhaps the most specific to 3-D. In this manner, they 

somehow already stand in opposition with the common assumption that 3-D only cares for 

spectacle, which dance to a certain extent still is. In 2013, then, Wenders wrote that ‘the 3-D I 

am dreaming of will be pleasant to the eyes, it will not hit you over the head, it will never feel 

                                                
78 Wenders, Inventing Peace, pp. 172-173 

79 Bazin, André (1951). “Théâtre et cinéma 1.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  
(2008): p. 133  

80 Wenders, Inventing Peace, p. 169 



Perspectives on the Centrifugal Screen 
 

 
206 

like a roller-coaster ride. It must feel natural and unpretentious. Sincere! The opposite to 

gimmicky.’81  

In his latest film, Wenders takes on these principles of 3-D as a realist grammar, as he 

returns to fiction after a series of documentary films. The opening scene of Every Thing Will 

Be Fine shows Tomas in his writer’s shed, sharing artistic struggles with the local fishermen 

on a frozen lake in Québec (Fig. 22): he writes two pages a day, which is actually not that 

bad. When he has his girlfriend on the phone, it becomes clear they have diverging 

expectations and that their relationship is tilting: she wants a child, he simply wants to be able 

to write. “You’re a good writer, Tomas,” she assures him, but her kind words are quickly 

dismissed as empty and meaningless. In the car on his way home, he calls her back with an 

apology: “everything will be different from now on.” And it will be: the road is icy and when 

two children on a sled cross his path, fate hits inevitably as Tomas accidentally kills 

Christopher’s little brother Nicolas. From this very moment, nothing will ever be the same, 

for Tomas, Christopher or his mother Kate. Tomas’ guilt is at first unbearable, but it soon 

becomes clear that the traumatic event is making him a better writer; perhaps even a better 

person? When Christopher, who appears to have developed an obsession with the writer, 

recognizes a scene in his newest best-selling novel as based on their first encounter the 

evening of the accident, one cannot but wonder: how far can a writer, or a filmmaker, go in 

fictionalizing someone’s lived suffering? “An author writes partly based on reality and 

imagination,” Tomas reassures him; and indeed his somewhat naive smile directed to the 

audience in the final shot of the film, unconventional in its simplicity, conveys consolation 

and confidence that the two can go together.  

 Throughout the film, Wenders shuns spectacle.82 The sequence when Tomas realizes 

there were in fact two children on the sled expresses the terror of the moment in a way that no 

                                                
81 Wenders, Wim. “A Film for Pina: Keynote of the Toronto International Stereoscopic 3D 

Conference.” In: 3D Cinema and Beyond. Eds. Dan Adler, Janine Marchessault and Sanja 
Obradovic. Toronto: Public 47 (2013): p. 223 

82 Ironically though, it is precisely for this reason that several critics have labelled Wenders’ latest 
film as “tone-deaf and structurally haphazard” (Lodge, Guy. “Every Thing Will Be Fine.” 
Variety (10/02/2015) <http://variety.com/2015/film/reviews/berlin-film-review-every-thing-
will-be-fine-1201429546/>), or ironically labelled ‘a fine film!’ (Pattinson, Michael. “Wim 
Wenders’ Every Thing Will Be Fine is a Major Disappointment.” Indiewire (10/02/2015) 
<http://www.indiewire.com/article/berlin-review-wim-wenders-every-thing-will-be-fine-is-
a-major-disappointment-20150210>). 
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crash or obvious blood could have done. Kate’s grief when she sits at the kitchen table feels 

very real, and the frequent overlays, either superimposing two images or working with 

mirroring surfaces, convey a most concrete closeness between characters on screen and with 

the audience. Shooting and editing 3-D, Wenders explains, entirely changes the filmmaking 

experience as well as the effect of the images on the audience:   

3-D has a built-in capacity to involve you in a different way than “flat cinema” does. 
It even involves different areas of your brain! So one can certainly tell a story 
differently. In 3-D, I come up with different shots, I edit differently, I look at my 
actors differently. We are involved differently, myself as well as my audience, so 
don’t you think an intimate drama could also come out differently?83 

 
In fact, the most remarkable “effect” of 3-D in Every Thing Will Be Fine is, precisely, that it 

immediately feels normal and goes almost unnoticed: natural, yet profoundly moving and 

intimate. Wenders’ choice for 3-D was a straightforward and deliberate one: to find pictures 

in reality, and to find reality in pictures. For example, one scene in particular is based on the 

American painter Andrew Wyeth’s Wind from the Sea (1947) (Fig. 23), in which a laced 

curtain with embroiled little birds flows lightly into an attic window:  

I found some of Wyeth’s pictures, so to speak, in Kate’s house, and it was wonderful 
that the curtains in the film were moved by real wind, and not by a ventilator, with the 
yellow soy field in the background and this beautiful tree right in the middle. With 
that small intimate scene in the kitchen, you could feel that 3-D was dead right for the 
film and see how it literally “places” you in the emotional space of these people.84 
 

Wenders often frames his shots through windows, and their resistance to complete 

transparency best conveys the real splendour of 3-D. The waving curtains in Kate’s kitchen 

window are truly awe-some, and together with many shots that include a surface, reflecting 

windows mostly (or water surfaces in Godard), these are precisely the moments when 3-D 

feels necessary.  

                                                
83 Wim Wenders in Roxborough, Scott. “Wim Wenders on How 3D Is Drowning ‘In a Lack of 

Imagination’ (Q&A).” The Hollywood Reporter (02/05/2014) 
<http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/berlin-wim-wenders-how-3d-677303>  

84 Wenders, Wim. “Every Thing Will Be Fine: An Interview with Director Wim Wenders.” The 
Upcoming (10/02/2015) <http://www.theupcoming.co.uk/2015/02/10/every-thing-will-be-
fine-an-interview-with-director-wim-wenders/>  
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Like Godard’s active engagement with the linguistic potential of 3-D, Every Thing 

Will Be Fine reclaims so-called “platitudes:” the title, Wenders explains, conveys ‘something 

of a fairy tale which we took for something very real.’85 Etymologically derived from the 

French plat, meaning flat, these sentences regain their depth and meaning, literally in three-

dimensionality. From this perspective, the mourning and healing process all the characters go 

through parallels the enigmatic space in the film’s title, between “every” and “thing:” 

It’s my hope that our 3-D Cinemasope images won’t become part of this never-ending 
and arbitrary avalanche, that they are self-contained, and will achieve what my 
favourite film philosopher of the 20s, Béla Balázs, said: “Cinema is capable of 
securing the existence of things.” (This is the main reason why our title also has 
“everything” written in two words: Every Thing, every single thing must be set right 
for Tomas, Christopher and Kate.) Despite this flood of digital photos and film, I still 
think we can make use of composed images and precise storytelling to achieve 
exactly this: illustrate and preserve the existence of things and people. Images don’t 
have to be constantly surging waves, they can also be the firm rocks in that sea.86 

 
If 3-D were to be used only as a tool for spectacle disconnected from reality, Wenders argues, 

‘this fantastic language is about to drown in a lack of imagination.’87 Rather than taking part 

in a wave of meaningless images, 3-D holds the real capacity to put meaning back into 

platitudes, in Bazinian terms, to ‘sauver l’être par l’apparence [save being by appearance],’88 

While everything turns away, it now becomes possible again to promise that every thing will 

be fine. Having reclaimed this technique as realist grammar, cinema exists as the integration 

of imagination and reality.  

 

                                                
85 Wenders, Wim. “Every Thing Will Be Fine | Press Conference Highlights | Berlinale 2015.” 

YouTube (10/02/2015) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6yI7C0egzy8#t=45>  

86 Wenders in “Interview, ” The Upcoming 

87 Wenders in Roxborough, The Hollywood Reporter 

88 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 9 
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Fig. 22 Ice and surface in Every Thing Will Be Fine Fig. 23 Wind from the Sea, Andrew Wyeth  (1947) 
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Epilogue: Cinema Is Also a Language 

“Il existe une critique littéraire qui est aussi une re-création, celle de 
Baudelaire sur Delacroix, celle de Valéry sur Baudelaire, celle de 
Malraux sur Greco. N’attribuons pas au cinéma la faiblesse et les 

péchés des hommes.”1, i 

 

 Throughout this research, I have drawn on André Bazin’s critique of Le Monde du 

silence (Jacques-Yves Cousteau and Louis Malle, 1956) to discuss the further implications of 

“integral realism” as the synthesis of image and reality. His interpretation of this underwater 

documentary relies explicitly on Paul Valéry’s Le Cimetière marin, and his film criticism can 

in this instance be read as an exercise in “re-creation.” The myth of Icarus, which Bazin sees 

as the emblem of the myth of total cinema, is finally fulfilled under water. From beginning to 

end, Bazin incorporates Valéry’s symmetries pertaining to water and air: wings (les 

colombes) and feet (marchent), sails (des focs) and fins (et non des phoques). Following the 

rhythmic organization of this particular poem, ‘construit […] sur la cadence d’un premier 

vers,’2, ii the essays on the Icarian dream under-water ultimately bring about a reformulation 

of the critical categories of “form” and “content.” Integral realism, as I will conclude now, 

solidifies in Bazin’s approach to the evolution of film language that accompanies the 

ontological argument: ‘d’autre part,’ he writes, ‘le cinéma est un langage.’3, iii  

 Eloquence (or the lack thereof) accompanies Bazin’s thoughts on myth and 

consequently his views on the evolution of film. Indeed, he often oscillates between the 

affirmation of speech on the one hand, and an acceptance of failures in direct communication 

on the other hand. From the perspective of speech impediments, I have elaborated on both 

harmony and disruption in the form-expression equation, throughout and beyond Bazin: e. g. 

Charles Baudelaire’s aphasia, as well as Bazin’s own stutter, Charlie’s gibberish and the 

Great Dictator speech, Serge Daney’s critique to an amnesiac cinema of forms without body, 

                                                
1 Bazin, André. “Peinture et cinéma.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 

192 

2 Bazin, André. “De la forme et du fond ou la ‘crise’ du cinéma.” Almanach du théâtre et du 
cinéma (1951): p. 175 

3 Bazin, André (1945). “Ontologie de l’image photographique.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: 
Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 17  
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and the 3-D poetry of Jean-Luc Godard as well as Wim Wenders’ realist grammar. Bazin’s 

understanding of form and content thus presents a radically new approach to the evolution of 

film language, which runs alongside his equally original conception of integral realism. As I 

have demonstrated, Bazin understands cinema from a Newtonian perspective as no more and 

no less than reality. To now add a corollary to this: form and content are in his views 

ultimately equal. As Bazin writes, ‘toute image doit être sentie comme objet et tout objet 

comme image.’4, iv It is, furthermore, in semiotic terms that he envisions this equilibrium 

from a film critical point of view:  

[…] où toute technique est pleinement responsable de ce qu’elle exprime, où toute 
forme est signe et où rien n’est vraiement dit qui n’ait conquis une forme nécessaire. 
La critique peut dès lors s’y exercer, du moins sur les meilleurs films comme elle le 
fait depuis un siècle en littérature par delà les catégories artificielles de la forme et du 
fond.5, v 

 

In “Le Mythe du cinéma total,” Bazin initially defends the talking film as an imperative stage 

in the development toward integral realism: techniques such as sound, colour and ultimately 

relief all contribute to an increased realism, ‘une recréation du monde à son image.’6, vi By 

converting Valery’s Le Cimetière marin, Bazin thus ultimately claims his invested interest in 

“recreation” as an affirmation of trans-forming the world in its image, or a text in a text, or 

indeed film into criticism.  

 I have also explained the relevance of water in the Icarian analogy in Bazin: under 

water, meaning is in-formed, ‘le poisson se fait oiseau.’7, vii Water, especially in relation to its 

reservoir, further articulates Bazin’s particular views on the evolution of film language. 

Arguing against his supposed formalist turn, Georges Sadoul wrote: ‘Perdre de vue les sujets 

aboutit à classer les films d’après leur technique […] ce qui est penser que le crû d’un vin se 

                                                
4 Bazin, “Ontologie,” p. 16  

5 Bazin, “De la forme et du fond,” p. 177 

6 Bazin, André (1946). “Le Mythe du cinéma total.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du 
Cerf  (2008): p. 23 

7 Bazin, André (1956). “Un film bergsonien:  Le Mystère Picasso.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? 
Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 194 



Today, Icarus 

213 

détermine par la forme de la bouteille, Champenoise, Bordelaise ou Bourguignonne.’8, viii All 

the while pursuing the analogy with fluids, Bazin replies to this that: ‘Les rapports de la 

“forme” et du “fond” ne sont pas ceux du contenu, de la bouteille à la liqueur, mais bien 

plutôt du coquillage à sa coquille.’9, ix He further develops the maritime reference to a 

symbiotic existence into his famed metaphor of the “equilibrium profile of a river flow [profil 

d’équilibre d’un fleuve],” by which he explains the evolution of film language:  

Atteint son profil d’équilibre, le fleuve coule sans effort de sa source à son 
embouchure et cesse davantage son lit. Mais survienne quelque mouvement 
géologique qui surélève la pénéplaine, modifie l’altitude de la source; l’eau de 
nouveau travaille, pénètre les terrains sous-jacents, s’enfonce, mine et creuse. 
Parfois, s’il s’agit de couches calcaires, se dessine alors tout un nouveau relief en 
creux quasi invisible sur le plateau, mais complexe et tourmenté pourvu qu’on suive 
le chemin de l’eau.10, x 

 

The course of a river is determined by processes of erosion, transportation and deposition, 

which make it impossible to dissociate the water flow from its bed. Applied to the practice of 

criticism, then, the persistence of the myth of Icarus in Bazin’s oeuvre and beyond, going 

from Bruegel to Auden, Valéry, and from Cousteau to Daney, Besson and Godard (via 

Baudelaire back to Bazin), proves itself to be an exercise, against ‘une analyse superficielle 

ou partisane’11, xi that categorically rejects the symbiosis of content and form, in favour of in-

depth film criticism. 

 Today, Bazin’s myth as a critical method passes the litmus test of the ongoing 

discourse surrounding 3-D cinema: ‘I cannot imagine a serious drama, such as Up In the Air 

or The Hurt Locker, in 3-D,’12 writes a confident critic of 3-D. But is rashly rejecting this 

technique, based on its previous abundant use in spectacular cinema, not precisely like 

                                                
8 Sadoul, Georges (1948). “La Métaphysique de la profondeur de champ.” 1895: Revue d’histoire 

du cinéma, No. 67 (Summer 2012): p. 135 

9 Bazin, “De la forme et du fond,” p. 174 

10 Bazin, André (1950-1955). “L’Évolution du langage cinématographique.” Qu’est-ce que le 
cinéma? Paris: Éditions du Cerf  (2008): p. 71 

11 Bazin, André. “La ‘technique’ et le ‘sujet’ ne jouent pas au cinéma le même rôle que dans les 
autres arts: la forme et le fond.” Radio cinéma télévision, No. 45 (28/11/1950) 

12 Ebert, Roger. “Why I Hate 3D.” Newsweek (05/10/2010) <http://www.newsweek.com/roger-
ebert-why-i-hate-3d-movies-70247>  
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discarding continuous soundtracks, colour or indeed movement on screen? From a more 

realist perspective, the imaginary image of 3-D does precisely that: integrating image and 

reality, turning every image into an object and every object into an image. Yet, there exists a 

convinced and ardent opposition to 3-D in today’s critical discourse, which Thomas Elsaesser 

groups under the unheard voices of the “Cassandra's of 3-D:”  

[…] despite such high-caliber interest and endorsement, another prestigious and 
reputable consensus holds that the wave has already peaked, that the revival is 
sputtering, and that the operation has never been a success, either economically or 
aesthetically.13  
 

Admittedly, from an economic point of view, film industry is today again facing a real threat, 

not from television, as it did in the 1950s when 3-D first peaked, but from the internet: 3-D is 

‘reaching out of the screen […] and robbing your wallet.’14 From the perspective of myth, 

however, such reasoning shows itself to be a speculative fallacy that is fundamentally distinct 

from aesthetics, and risks gagging cinema for a third time in history: first the talking film, 

then Besson’s aphasic images as the highpoint of a crisis of scenarios, today the financial 

suicide attempt of an art form. The contemporary critiques of 3-D cinema, whether they 

emphasize its lack of content, portray it as unfit for regular storytelling or as an industrial 

gimmick, can in fact be understood as a repetition of this former discourse. The fact that 

cinema is a popular art, which Bazin so convincingly argues, does not imply a dictatorship of 

film- or indeed war industry. Instead, Bazin upholds that ‘[…] le cinéma n’est pas un Art et 

une Industrie, il est un Art industriel.’15, xii As a socio-aesthetic fact, cinema cannot exist 

without social influence, which is fundamentally part of its aesthetics.  

 That being said, if it is André Malraux’s famous line (‘D’autre part, le cinéma est une 

industrie’) which Bazin is parodying in conclusion to his Ontology-essay,16, xiii then the 

message is clear. The critic who dismisses new technique (sound, colour, relief) because of 
                                                

13 Elsaesser, Thomas. “The ‘Return’ of 3-D: On Some of the Logics and Genealogies of the Image 
in the Twenty-First Century.” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 39 (Winter 2013): p. 218 

14 Kirsten Thompson, cited in Elsaesser, “The Return,” p. 219; see pp. 219-220 for a concise 
overview of recurring arguments against 3-D. 

15 Bazin, André. “Le cinéma est-il mortel?” France observateur (13/08/1952): p. 23 

16 See, for example, Andrew, Dudley & Steven Ungar. Popular Front Paris and the Poetics of 
Culture. Cambridge: Harvard University Press (2008): p. 370  
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its popularity (odi profanum vulgus), ignores the most fundamental characteristic of cinema: 

‘l’esthétique cinématographique sera sociale ou le cinéma se passera d’esthétique.’17, xiv In 

conclusion, then, let us recall Bazin’s defence of sound cinema, facing critical rejection 

because of its “low realism:” ‘Les intellectuels sont gens qui n’aiment pas à être interrompus. 

Quand l’écran s’est mis à parler, ils se sont tus.’18, xv Once again, a side of the critical 

discourse seems to take on René Barjavel’s sarcastic punch: ‘Coupez-lui la langue!’19, xvi The 

innovative use of three-dimensionality in contemporary cinema, experimental in Adieu au 

langage and naturally realist in Every Thing Will Be Fine, affirms the poetic interdependence 

of content and form: integral realism — the myth of total cinema.  

 

                                                
17 Bazin, André. “Pour une esthétique réaliste.” L'Information universitaire, No. 1168 

(06/11/1943): n.pag.  

18 Ibid.  

19 Barjavel, René. Cinéma total: essai sur les formes futures du cinéma. Paris: Éditions Denoël 
(1944): n.pag.  <http://tomchin.voila.net/cinematotal.htm>  
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Summary  

 

Today, Icarus: On the Persistence of André Bazin’s Myth of Total Cinema 

 

By means of an in-depth exegesis of André Bazin’s (1918-1958) film critical work, 

this study explains the significance of his notion of “myth” in relation to history, technology, 

and perspective, and examines several references to religious, scientific and poetic 

frameworks. Throughout his oeuvre, Bazin develops what he terms a “myth of total cinema” 

as a critical method that counters canonical film histories, which he crystallizes in the 

repeated comparison of cinema with a particular mythical figure, namely Icarus. From this 

perspective, Bazin’s understanding of myth offers an original reformulation of the 

historiography of cinema, via an affirmation of imagination as the driving force of its 

evolution.   

In the introductory part, “Myth as Method,” I closely examine Bazin’s institutional 

critique to prescriptive aesthetics from the perspective of myth: cinema, first of all, exists 

before any film theory can be composed. Already in his first film essays, Bazin invokes the 

notion of myth as the “social-aesthetic fact” of cinema, i.e. that cinema’s social foundations 

supersede its aesthetics. He later on develops this in his famed essay “Le Mythe du cinéma 

total” (1946) in stark opposition with exhaustive film histories. Bazin thereby lays the 

foundations of myth in an apology for the anti-elitist practice of film criticism as well as for 

realism: the “low-grade realism” of the talking film was not, in Bazin’s view, the decadence 

of an art form, but rather its vocation.  

But what does this mean, really, that a film exists? In the second part, “Cinema Is the 

Art of Reality,” I approach the socio-aesthetic foundations of Bazin’s myth from an 

ontological point of view. More specifically, I elaborate on Bazin’s critical concept of 

“integral realism,” which he develops as the inimitable association of cinema with the world: 

‘la recréation du monde à son image.’1, i By looking into a series of religious as well as 

scientific references in Bazin, I argue that he offers an original solution to the dichotomy 

                                                
1 Bazin, André (1946). “Le Mythe du cinéma total.” Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Paris: Éditions du 

Cerf  (2008): p. 23 
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between image versus reality, or cinema and the world. I look specifically at his essays on 

exploration film, from which I further develop the analogy between Icarus and the invention, 

or rather, the imagination of cinema.  

In the third and final part of this dissertation, “Perspectives on the Centrifugal 

Screen,” I elaborate on Bazin’s notion of the “centrifugal screen” via a selection of allusions 

in his writing to both painting and poetry. First, following up on the Icarian analogy in the 

Myth-essay, I analyse a specific reference to Pieter Bruegel’s Landscape with the Fall of 

Icarus (1556) via which Bazin situates himself within a tradition of twentieth-century anti-

war social thought. This particular painting in fact directly informs Bazin’s views on the 

poetic interplay between reality and image, and will prove to be fundamental throughout his 

extensive critical work on the relation between cinema and painting. More specifically, in his 

essays on Van Gogh (Alain Resnais, 1948) Bazin further develops what he terms a “new 

cosmology of film,” alongside a critical reformulation of form versus content. From there on, 

I reread Bazin’s essay on stereoscopy, dating from 1952, from the perspective of the 

contemporary discourse on three-dimensional cinema. I intend to approach this discourse, 

which often centres on notions of spectacle and illusion, from a “more realist” perspective. I 

will maintain that, rather than turning its back to realism, recent 3-D films, Adieu au 

language (Jean-Luc Godard, 2014) and Every Thing Will Be Fine (Wim Wenders, 2015) in 

particular, put 3-D at use to attain the integration of image with reality.  

Bazin initially described the social impact of cinema as a ‘[…] gigantesque courant 

d’images et de mythes qui circulent à travers les peuples du monde […].’2, ii The myth of total 

cinema conceptualizes this both from a technological and an aesthetic point of view as a 

particular defence of sound cinema, via which Bazin, as I maintain, more universally 

reformulates the critical discourse of realism by affirming the poetic interplay between form 

and content. In his understanding of myth, then, Bazin sees the integration of cinema and 

reality: as much as he asserts the existence of the world, “integral realism” supports the 

reality of cinema. By analysing the endurance of the myth of Icarus in a variety of 

documentary, experimental, animation and feature length films, I will establish the 

                                                
2 Bazin, André and Jean-Pierre Chartier. “Peut-on s’intéresser au cinéma?” Maison des lettres 

(December 1942): p. 14 
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persistence of Bazin’s myth of total cinema and ultimately argue for the validity of his critical 

notion of “integral realism” for film studies today. 
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Samenvatting 

 

Thans, Icarus: Over de Persistentie van André Bazin’s Mythe van Totale Cinema  

 

Dit proefschrift is een exegetische studie van het werk van de Franse film criticus 

André Bazin (1918-1958), en beoogt aan de hand van een nauwkeurig onderzoek naar 

verschillende poëtische, religieuze en wetenschappelijke referenties binnen zijn denkkader, 

het belang van zijn notie van “mythe” uiteen te zetten met betrekking tot geschiedenis, 

technologie en perspectief. Doorheen zijn oeuvre ontwikkelt Bazin wat hij de “mythe van 

totale cinema” noemt als een kritische methode die de gevestigde historiografische 

benadering tegengaat, hetgeen zich kristalliseert in een herhaaldelijke vergelijking van 

cinema met een specifiek mythologisch figuur, met name Icarus. Vanuit deze invalshoek 

biedt Bazin’s begrip van mythe een originele herformulering van de historiografie van 

cinema, via een bevestiging van verbeelding als drijvende kracht achter de evolutie van film.  

In het inleidende deel, “Myth as Method,” onderzoek ik Bazin’s institutionele kritiek 

op prescriptieve esthetische theorieën vanuit het perspectief van mythe: cinema bestaat 

vooraleer eender welke film theorie kan worden opgezet. In zijn allereerste filmessay, roept 

Bazin de notie van mythe reeds aan als “socio-esthetisch feit” van cinema, waarmee hij 

bedoelt dat het fundamentele sociale karakter van cinema haar esthetiek bepaalt. Hij 

ontwikkelt dit idee vervolgens in zijn welbekende essay “Le Mythe du cinéma total” (1946) 

in schril contrast met alomvattende film geschiedenissen. Op die manier legt hij de grondslag 

voor mythe in een apologie voor de anti-elitaire praktijk van filmkritiek in samenhang met 

een verdediging van het realisme: het zogenaamde “minderwaardige” realisme van de 

geluidsfilm was in Bazin’s beschouwing geen teken van de decadentie van een kunstvorm, 

maar juist haar roeping.  

Maar wat betekent dit precies, dat cinema bestaat? In het tweede deel, “Cinema Is 

the Art of Reality,” benader ik de socio-esthetische grondslag van Bazin’s mythe vanuit een 

ontologisch standpunt. Hiervoor verdiep ik me in Bazin’s kritische notie van het “integraal 

realisme,” hetgeen hij uiteenzet als de unieke associatie van cinema met de wereld: “de 

recreatie van de wereld naar haar beeld” (1946). Ik analyseer in het bijzonder een reeks 
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religieuze en wetenschappelijk referenties in Bazin’s teksten, en betoog dat hij een origineel 

antwoord biedt op de dichotomie tussen beeld en realiteit, of cinema en de wereld. Ik richt me 

hiervoor voornamelijk tot zijn essays over ontdekkingsfilms, waarna ik de analogie verder 

uitwerk tussen Icarus en de uitvinding, of beter gezegd de verbeelding van cinema.  

In het derde en laatste deel van dit proefschrift, “Perspectives on the Centrifugal 

Screen,” verdiep ik me in wat Bazin het “centrifugale scherm” van cinema noemt aan de 

hand van een reeks verwijzingen naar poëzie en schilderkunst doorheen zijn werk. Allereerst 

volg ik de analogie met Icarus in het Mythe-essay op, via een analyse van een specifieke 

referentie naar Pieter Bruegels De Val van Icarus (1556) waarmee Bazin zich situeert binnen 

een twintigste-eeuwse traditie van anti-oorlogse sociale kritiek. Met name in zijn essays over 

de kunstdocumentaire Van Gogh (Alain Resnais, 1948), ontwikkelt Bazin wat hij de “nieuwe 

kosmologie van film” noemt in samenhang met een herformulering van de kritische 

categorieën van “vorm” en “inhoud.” Vervolgens bied ik een nieuwe lezing van zijn tekst 

over stereoscopie uit 1952 vanuit het hedendaagse discours omtrent driedimensionale cinema. 

Ik beoog dit discours, dat zich vaak toespitst op spektakel en illusie, te benaderen vanuit een 

“meer realistisch” standpunt. Ik beargumenteer tenslotte dat recente 3-D films, Adieu au 

language (Jean-Luc Godard, 2014) en Every Thing Will Be Fine (Wim Wenders, 2015) in het 

bijzonder, zich, verre van het realisme de rug toe te keren, de 3-D technologie eigen maken 

om een integratie van beeld en realiteit te bereiken.  

Aan het begin van zijn carrière omschreef Bazin de sociale impact van cinema als een 

‘gigantische stroom van beelden en mythes die alle populaties wereldwijd doorkruist’ (1942). 

De mythe van totale cinema conceptualiseert dit zowel vanuit een technologisch en een 

esthetisch standpunt als een specifiek pleidooi voor de geluidsfilm, waarmee Bazin meer 

algemeen het kritische discours omtrent het realisme herformuleert aan de hand van een 

bekrachtiging van het poëtische samenspel tussen vorm en inhoud. Op die manier behelst 

Bazin in zijn begrip van mythe de integratie van cinema en realiteit: voor zover hij het 

bestaan van de wereld beaamt, zo ook ondersteunt zijn “integraal realisme” de realiteit van 

cinema. Door de persistentie van de Icarus mythe uiteen te zetten in een diverse selectie van 

documentaires, experimentele-, animatie- en langspeelfilms, bevestig ik met dit onderzoek de 

bestendigheid van Bazin’s mythe van totale cinema en toon ik uiteindelijk de gegrondheid 

aan van zijn kritische begrip van het “integraal realisme” voor hedendaagse film studies. 
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Appendix: Translations 

                                                
 
Prologue: Myth, Reality, Cinema 

Used existing translations from: What Is Cinema? Trans. Timothy Barnard. Montreal: 
Caboose (2009) 

 
i  ‘The guiding myth of the invention of cinema is thus that it will accomplish the 

dominant myth of every nineteenth-century technology for reproducing reality, from 
photography to the phonograph: a complete realism [réalisme intégral], the 
recreation of the world in its own image – an image upon which the irreversibility of 
time and the artist’s interpretation do not weigh. […] 
The ancient myth of Icarus had to await the internal combustion engine before 
descending from Plato’s higher world, but this myth had been present in every 
human being since we began to observe the birds.’ (Barnard, pp. 17-18)  

ii  ‘[…] the recreation of the world in its own image.’ (Barnard, p. 17) 
iii  ‘[…] gigantic flow of images and myths that circulate across all people of the 

world!’ 

 

Part I: Myth as Method 

 
i  ‘What social influence can this gigantic flow of images and myths have, that 

circulate across all people of the world! One might say that, perhaps, the diffusion of 
cinema is the greatest recurring aesthetico-social fact since the Middle Ages.’ 

ii  ‘No, it is not the concern of a serious critic; cinema is less significant than the dung 
of a goat.’ 

iii  ‘Cinema was about twenty or thirty years younger than Paul Souday; one shouldn’t 
be too young to please the old critics.’ 

iv  ‘[…] their refusal to believe in anything that is not established with a bookish or 
academic tradition.’ 

 

Chapter I: Talking Cinema: Cinephobia and Myth 
Used existing translations from: French Cinema of the Occupation and Resistance: The Birth 
of a Critical Esthetic. Trans. Stanley Hochman. New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing 
(1981); What Is Cinema? Volume 2. Trans. Hugh Gray. Berkeley: University of California 
press (2005); “On the Politique des auteurs.” Trans. Peter Graham. In: Cahiers du cinéma: 
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The 1950s Neo-Realism, Hollywood, New Wave. Vol. 1. Ed. Jim Hillier. Oxon: Routledge 
(2005): pp. 248-259; What Is Cinema? Trans. Timothy Barnard. Montreal: Caboose (2009); 
André Bazin’s New Media. Trans. Dudley Andrew. Berkeley: University of California Press 
(2014); Bazin On Global Cinema, 1948-1959. Trans. Bert Cardullo. Texas: University of 
Texas Press (2014) 

 
v  ‘The cinema will be bergsonian, or it won’t be.’  
vi  ‘The cinematographic aesthetic will be social or cinema will do away with 

aesthetics.’ 

i  ‘So? So perhaps in twenty years the “young critics” of some new form of spectacle 
that we cannot even imagine, and which can’t be guaranteed to be “an art,” will be 
reading our film criticism from 1953 with a condescending smirk. Our views today 
could seem to them more naïve than the aesthetic sectarianism we find in our 
predecessors from the 1930s, who were properly outraged at the death throes of an 
art of the pure image that had finally reached maturity. In the meantime and while 
waiting, let’s just play dodgeball; I mean, let’s go to the cinema and treat it as an 
art.’ (Andrew, p. 316) 

ii  ‘A couple of decades old, this art nevertheless supplies us with no document. [...] 
The previous generation, which has real-life experience of film history, did not 
suffer from this lacuna; memory functioned as their cinemathèque. Today's youth, 
on the contrary, commences a series of generations which will know less and less of 
cinema, even if they consume it more and more.’ (Hochman, p. 27) 

iii  ‘Will we turn our backs on this prodigious development because it is contemporary? 
Will we be so blind to our own times? Will we continue to limit our humanism and 
our culture to written civilization because we are accustomed to confusing it with all 
civilization?’ (Hochman, p. 28) 

iv  ‘A remark in relation to the condition of the film historian is essential. This 
condition is very different from that of a historian tout court. […] The importance of 
Sadoul, and the work demanded from him to the extent of his mission, is to 
contribute largely to the creation of a cinema history. By its scale and the critical 
system it supposes, his undertaking is the first that really deserves the name of 
history.’ 

v  ‘Thus, since four or five years, a situation arose partially comparable to that of 
literature: an elitist public for elitist criticism. Unfortunately it is not as simple as 
that, because there is no such thing as an elitist cinema and, as “scientific” or 
distinguished as they might be, the critics are very much obliged to speak about 
films unworthy of this attention. And this is the uncalled-for difficulty: how to apply 
to the whole of cinematographic production a critical reflection, which is equally 
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worthwhile? In other words, and in its most elevated manifestations, criticism 
suffers from a crisis of references.’ 

vi  ‘In this way, every new improvement to cinema merely brings it paradoxically 
closer to its origins. Cinema has yet to be invented!’ (Barnard, p. 17) 

vii  ‘When the infant art pronounced its first word, this unexpected sound provoked a 
real consternation in the world of the aesthetes and theoreticians of the screen. It 
took twenty years to create theories on the silent art. Were we [suddenly] supposed 
to change everything? We preferred to ignore the new invention. […] If, just as your 
child is about to pronounce its first words, some sceptical philosopher came to tell 
you, with a smile: “He will start talking nonsense. Cut off his tongue”- would you 
assent to it?’ 

viii  ‘[…] a very curious example of this resistance to reality, of this intellectual laziness, 
[…].’ 

ix  ‘The primacy of the image is a historical and technological accident; the nostalgia 
some still feel for the silent screen does not go back far enough in the childhood of 
cinema.’ (Barnard, p. 17) 

x  ‘Intellectuals don’t like to be interrupted. When the screen started to talk, they kept 
quiet. This was not out of politeness. They enjoy making it heard that it is instead 
out of contempt or out of heartbreak. We think ourselves that it is out of spite. Let’s 
agree that such boorishness was bound to offend our aestheticians: so much 
intellectual audacity, so many turbulent articles and discussions, such generous 
advice and many oracles without appeal, only to arrive at this ungratefulness. By 
rejecting their rule, cinema indulged in a second-rate realism. That’s it, this will end 
in tears.’ 

xi  ‘Cinema has yet to be invented!’ (Barnard, p. 17) 
xii  ‘From then on, the identification between Stalin and History was accomplished once 

and for all, so that the contradiction of subjectivity does not occur anymore when it 
comes to him.’ 

‘The problem that arises in cinema as well as in theology is the retroactivity of 
eternal salvation. Now, in all evidence, a saint does not exist in the present, only a 
person who becomes it and, moreover, risks damnation up until death.’  

xiii  ‘The speech of the Dictator is precisely the only passage in the film that profoundly 
moved me, not for the script lines (I barely listened to them), but for the sole and 
unique reason that we see Chaplin’s face at length in close-up and that we hear his 
voice. I indeed say Chaplin and not Charlot, because for the first time we witness in 
this sequence of the Dictator the sketch of a metamorphosis. The proximity of the 
camera and, perhaps even more, the range of panchromatic greys shows the clearly 
legible face of Chaplin, like a superimposition under the mask of the little man with 
the moustache. [...] I owe to this shot, which is technically speaking banal, and to his 
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speech, completely superfluous, one of my purest cinematographic emotions. This 
passage is unanimously condemned by the critics in favour of the dance with the 
globe, or the barber being shaved to the waltz of Brahms; but from the perspectives 
of a critique in accordance with myth, this sequence is on the contrary one of the 
most perfect scenes. The speech veils it in my memory with a transparent and 
transient smoke that leaves the image surrounded with the deafening aura of his 
voice.’ 

xiv  ‘[…] some mysterious aesthetic necessity and (since I have plunged into 
geographical metaphors) to see in Monsieur Verdoux the work nearest to that 
equilibrium in which the myth, like a river flowing effortlessly and without 
hindrance to the sea, deposits no more than a fine carpet of silk and of gold dust.’ 
(Gray, Volume 2, p. 123) 

xv  ‘FROM THE CHARLOT CHARACTER TO THE MYTH: 

In less than fifteen years, the little man with a silly tailcoat, a small trapezoid 
moustache, his cane and bowler hat occupied the consciousness of humanity. Never, 
ever, has a myth been so universally upheld. […]  

We cannot understand anything of the character of Charlot if we try to do so 
according to categories that are not his own. Charlot is a mythical character that 
dominates each adventure in which he gets involved. […] For hundreds of millions 
of people on this planet, Charlot is a hero, as were Odysseus and Roland le Preux to 
other civilizations, except that today we know the ancient hero through completed 
literary works, which have fixed their adventures and avatars. For the people of the 
twentieth century, on the contrary, Charlot can always play a new role in a new film. 
Chaplin, so to speak, is not the author of this or that film, his work does no align 
itself in a filmology; he is Charlot’s creator and guarantor.’  

xvi  ‘Charlie is essentially a socially unadapted person; Verdoux is super-adapted.’ 
(Gray, Volume 2, p. 105) 

xvii  ‘The backwards kick, especially when it has no precise use (even if this use is mere 
revenge), perfectly expresses Charlie’s constant concern not to be tied to the past, to 
drag nothing along behind him.’ (Barnard, pp. 31-32) 

xviii  ‘The practical function of objects is part of the human order which is itself practical 
and anticipates future events.’ (Barnard, p. 26) 

xix  ‘But while makeshift solutions are always enough for him, he demonstrates an 
extraordinary ingenuity in the present moment. No situation ever leaves him at a 
loss. For him, there is a solution to every problem, even if the world, and perhaps the 
object world even more than the human world, was not made for him.’ (Barnard, p. 
26) 

xx  ‘[…] this […] was a misunderstanding of the essential nature of film history.’ 
(Barnard, p. 112) 
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xxi  ‘Cinema cannot exist without a minimum number (and this number is immense) of 

immediate viewers. Even when film directors challenge an audience’s taste, their 
boldness is valid only to the extent to which we allow that viewers are mistaken 
about what they should like and what they will come to like one day. The only 
possible contemporary analogy is with architecture, because a house only has 
meaning when it is habitable. Film too is a functional art. Using another reference 
system, we would have to say that its existence precedes its essence. Critics must 
take this existence as their starting point, even in their most adventurous 
extrapolations. Like history and with many of the same reservations, taking note of a 
shift surpasses reality and is already a value judgment. This is something that those 
who damned talking cinema from the start did not want to admit, when it already 
had the incomparable advantage of silent cinema of having replaced it.’ (Barnard, p. 
133) 

xxii  ‘Even if this critical pragmatism does not seem to readers to be very well founded, at 
least they will admit that it justifies humility and methodical prudence in the face of 
any sign of cinema's evolution.’ (Barnard, p.133) 

xxiii  ‘Bazin appears to tell Sartre that he does not understand his discourse on cinema. 
The entire article is structured around the critique that Sartre forgets, when he talks 
about cinema, what he himself had said about American literature.’ 

xxiv  ‘It is true that we could have, and perhaps should have, fused these articles into a 
continuous essay. We have renounced doing so out of fear of falling into didactic 
artifice and preferred to trust the reader and leave it only to him or her to discover if 
this exists: namely, the intellectual justification for the reconciliation of these texts. 
The title of the series What Is Cinema? holds not so much the promise of an answer, 
but rather enunciates a question, which the author will pose himself throughout these 
pages.’ 

xxv  ‘These books do not pretend to offer an exhaustive geology and geography of 
cinema, but merely carry the reader along in a succession of probes, explorations, 
and practical overviews on the occasion of films suggested for everyday critique.’ 

xxvi  ‘The filmic fact, which is individual, distinguishes itself from the cinematographic 
fact, which is much broader, more vague: in one word “social”.’ 

xxvii  ‘[…] ostentatious of “scientific” generalisation and of philosophical abstraction.’  
xxviii  ‘It will not be necessary for a distinguished filmologist to have more familiarity with 

the classics of the screen than a matriculating student has with palimpsests. Far from 
this ignorance being here a totally unacceptable obstacle, filmology glorifies it. Of 
course filmologists are not restrained from going to the film theatre, but one should 
not recommend it to them either; instead, this redundancy risks to obscure the 
nascent science. Filmology is the study of cinema-in-itself. Nothing proves that 
Pavlov loved dogs.’ 
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xxix  ‘[…] as my administrative neighbour tells me: “the only thing missing is his 

speech”.’  
xxx  ‘[…] out of context, in relation to the film in itself, […].’ 
xxxi  ‘Here, I don’t want to speak in favour of pessimism, but only plead an historical 

realism to which I, as a professional critic, am particularly sensitive. I want to say 
that the big movements in the technological evolution of the cinema escape our 
initiative or our control; it is more fruitful and more interesting to consider these a 
priori as developments rather than to hold them for inventions on behalf of a priori 
critique. It is this kind of critique which almost unanimously condemned the talking 
cinema at its birth.’ 

xxxii  ‘[…] the cinematographic purity of the scholars, whose patronage we desire, is a 
symbol of this new science: of the rigidness of its methods and the asepsis of its 
laboratories.’  

xxxiii  ‘I don’t remember which philosopher or psychologist maintained that consciousness 
was nothing but an epiphenomenon and that, with or without, Descartes would have 
just as well written the Discourse on the Method. Evidently, this theory is false, but 
I’ll keep only its value as metaphor. With or without criticism, Chaplin, Griffith, 
Murnau, Stroheim, Dreyer would have existed in the same way: not a single shot in 
their films would have been changed. When it comes to their work, the abundant 
criticism that it aroused is merely an epiphenomenal conscious fact, whose necessity 
does not tackle its usefulness. Nevertheless, I do think that this parasitical vegetation 
on an impressive tree maintains with it, a fortiori, symbiotic relations that are 
necessary not only, obviously, to its growth, but without a doubt to its happy 
ageing.’ 

xxxiv  ‘[…] the principal satisfaction this profession gives me resides in its seeming 
uselessness: writing film criticism is almost like spitting into water from a bridge.’ 
(Cardullo, p. 51) 

xxxv  ‘It is good for an art to be enriched by its past on the condition that it is not out of an 
incapacity to create its future, i.e. the past of the day after tomorrow.’ 

xxxvi  ‘Let us not renew with cinema the mistakes of academic pedagogy in teaching 
literature, for example; mistakes against which the University itself is reacting today. 
To be more precise, when it comes to the presentation, the commentary or the 
discussion of a film, for instance, the point will be to start from the normal 
sensitivity of the spectators.’ 

xxxvii  ‘Cinema starts to enter history. Twenty years ago, it was possible to have seen 
almost everything noteworthy in cinema; today, many young people are ignorant 
about most of the outstanding works of film history. There could therefore be no 
more cinematographic culture that does not start with knowledge of the classics of 
the “seventh art.” Besides, the evolution of cinema has been so the past twenty 
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years, that the enlightened amateurs themselves will have the greatest benefit from 
revising their conceptions after a new viewing of the masterworks.’ 

xxxviii   ‘[Cohen Seat] has voluntarily obscured his work by transposing the most concrete 
facts to the vocabulary and the rhetoric of academic philosophy. With a calculated 
euphuism, he has carefully eliminated, for example, all film titles, all references to 
specific cinematographic events, the slightest evocation of a name of a star, even one 
known to anyone; one refers to Plato, Bergson, Euripides, Shakespeare, Molière or 
Tabarin, but circumvents the names of Lumière, Méliès and René Clair with 
epiphrases and allusions. […] Cinematographic language, the medium of the most 
childish melodramas (provided that one goes to watch them), becomes for the 
filmologist (who avoids it) a “logos in silver salt”.’ 

xxxix  ‘When we stop seeing editing and the formal composition of the image as the very 
essence of film language, the arrival of sound no longer seems to be an aesthetic 
fault line dividing two radically different kinds of film. A certain kind of film 
believed itself to have died at the hands of the soundtrack, but it was in no way the 
cinema.’ (Barnard, p. 92) 

xl  ‘[…] setting up some sort of atmosphere in the theatre, primarily by listening to 
records or reading texts.’  

xli  ‘The function of criticism is not to bear on a silver platter a truth that may not exist, 
but, as much as possible, to further – in the minds and hearts of those who read it – 
the impact of the work of art which is true to itself.’ (Cardullo, p. 59) 

xlii  ‘Bazin is inevitably a theoretician, he has the taste for and a preoccupation with 
abstraction and generalization, he loves drawing out vast wholes, to embrace big 
categories of films, to bring out common traits, to apply them to other films, etc. I 
am not sure whether there is one theory of Bazin, because these theorizations lack 
that which would unify them in a coherent system.’ 

xliii  ‘There are no works, there are only authors.’ 
xliv  ‘[…] a polemical sally, which seems to me of limited significance.’ (Graham, p. 

250)  
xlv  ‘[…] certain “greats” have suffered an eclipse or a loss of their powers, […].’ 

(Graham, p. 255) 
xlvi  ‘[…] there is no reason why there should not exist - and sometimes they do - flashes 

in the pan of otherwise mediocre filmmakers.’ (Graham, p. 252) 
xlvii  ‘How come that this film completely failed, like mayonnaise that refused to 

“thicken”? Everything in it is good, yet all together it is inedible.’ 
xlviii  ‘Agence matrimoniale reminds me of curdled mayonnaise. In it, I perfectly 

distinguish the oil of realism from the egg yolk of good intentions.’ 
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xlix ‘If Filmologie “thickened,” this happened like with mayonnaise. All the ingredients 

existed, ignored, unconsciously and scattered for twenty years. All it took was to 
think, like a good housewife, of putting in some more egg yolk and to stir in a 
certain way.’ 

l  ‘One last remark: a debate is like mayonnaise. It can fail even when all the 
ingredients are there. But this shouldn’t surprise us. It proves that this is not an 
arithmetic class, that more is needed than competence: the complicity of chance, 
some unknown emanations, a certain grace that sometimes denies itself, and at other 
times sweeps down on you at the very moment of despair. I have seen debates gone 
astray for forty-five minutes saved by the last, and everyone pleased when they left. 

It’s that the film is not the only work of art. Critical reflection is one as well; it 
demands love, sincerity, and inspiration. There is a muse of the ciné-clubs.’ 

li  ‘The drama does not reside in the growing old of men but in that of cinema: those 
who do not know how to grow old with it will be overtaken by its evolution.’ 
(Graham, p. 255) 

lii  ‘When [Charles] Baudelaire was paralyzed and unable to utter anything other than 
his “cré nom,” was he any less Baudelairian?’ (Graham, p. 255) 

liii  ‘[…] the equation I just used was artificial, just as much so, in fact, as the distinction 
one learnt at school between form and content.’ (Graham, p. 255) 

liv  […] the cinema is an art which is both popular and industrial. […] naturally, [every 
director’s] artistic course has to be plotted according to the currents - it is not as if he 
were sailing as his fancy took him on the calm waters of a lake.’ (Graham, p. 250-
251) 

 

Part II: Cinema Is the Art of Reality 
Used existing translations from: What Is Cinema? Trans. Timothy Barnard. Montreal: 
Caboose (2009) 
 

i  ‘The production of images has even dispensed with any notion of anthropocentric 
usefulness. It is no longer the question of the individual’s survival, but more 
generally of creating an ideal universe in the image of reality, endowed with an 
independent temporal destiny.’ (Barnard, Ontology p. 4) 

ii  ‘[…] in less philosophical terms: cinema as the art of reality.’ 

 

Chapter II: The Photograph of Danger: A Shark In the Cinema 
Used existing translations from: “Death Every Afternoon.” Trans. Mark A. Cohen. In: Rites 
of Realism: Essays on Corporeal Cinema. Ed. Ivone Margulies. Durham: Duke University 
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Press (2002): pp. 27-31; What Is Cinema? Vol. 1. Trans. Hugh Gray. Berkeley: University of 
California Press (2005); What Is Cinema? Trans. Timothy Barnard. Montreal: Caboose 
(2009); “The Cinema Seen from Etna.” Trans. Stuart Liebmann. In: Jean Epstein: Critical 
essays and New Translations. Eds. Sarah Keller and Jason N. Paul. Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press (2012): pp. 287-310; “The Logic of Images.” Trans. Thao Nguyen. In: Jean 
Epstein: Critical essays and New Translations. Eds. Sarah Keller and Jason N. Paul. 
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press (2012): pp. 330-333 

 
i  ‘Kon-Tiki is the most beautiful of all films, but it does not exist! [Kon-Tiki est le plus 

beau des films mais il n'existe pas!] Like those moss-covered stones that, surviving, 
allow us to reconstruct buildings and statues that no longer exist, the pictures that are 
here presented are the remains of an unfinished creation about which one hardly 
dares to dream.’ (Gray, p. 160) [Slightly modified]  

ii  ‘These few images in the midst of a flood of film rolls with close to no objective 
interest, are like invaluable and very moving flotsam on the monotonous swell of the 
ocean. It’s that their poor state is not experienced as a lack: the huge gaps in these 
films are in reality a fullness, the fullness of human adventure to which [these 
images] so fully testify only through their emptiness.’  

iii  ‘This term appears in an addition dating from 1958 […], which suggest, given its 
rarity, that it was included out of a desire for belated accuracy, able to qualify as 
scientistic; it indeed appears more serious, and is practically never used in any of its 
two meanings in French.’ 

‘[…] the phrase in Bazin means that the functioning of cameras for both 
photography and cinema (the “genesis” extends from the mechanical operation of 
image creation) is known just well enough by the average viewer to credit in his 
eyes the resulting image as faithful trace of recorded reality, regardless of its 
“objective” qualities of resemblance.’  

iv  ‘The image may be out of focus, distorted, devoid of colour and without 
documentary value; nevertheless, it has been created out of the ontology of the 
model [elle procède par sa genèse de l’ontologie du modèle].’ (Barnard, p. 8) 

v  ‘[…] this film is not made up only of what we see – its faults are equally witness to 
its authenticity. The missing documents are the negative imprints of the expedition – 
its inscription chiselled deep [son inscription en creux].’ (Gray, Vol. 1, p. 162) 

vi  ‘[…] it is not so much the photograph of the shark that interests us as the photograph 
of danger.’ (Gray, Vol. 1, p. 161) [Slightly modified: Gray renders Bazin’s requin 
into a whale and adds an emphasis on “danger” that is absent in the original text.] 

vii  ‘What the film records, is the repetition of events that should or could have in all 
likelihood happened the same way in absence of any camera. This principle of 
course precludes fantasies like “death struggle with a shark.” Not because, 
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ultimately, the event is inconceivable, but because its repetition would be the denial 
of the danger that imbues the event with pathos. Either the shark is harmless and it is 
an ignoble comedy, or it is dangerous and the cameraman who continues to film is 
found guilty of failing to assist a person in danger.’ 

viii  ‘[…] some aspect of reality will always have to be sacrificed to reality.’ (Barnard, p. 
232) 

ix  ‘[…] the qualitative instant in its purest form, […]’ (Cohen, p. 30) 
x  ‘“Reality” […] should obviously not be understood quantitatively.’ (Barnard, p. 228) 
xi  ‘[…] there are cases where, far from constituting the essence of cinema, editing is its 

negation.’ (Barnard, p. 86) 
xii  ‘Kon-Tiki is the most beautiful of all films, but it does not exist! […] [these images 

are] the remains of an unfinished creation about which one hardly dares to dream.’ 
(Gray, p. 160) [Slightly modified] 

xiii ‘Death is surely one of those rare events that justifies the term, so beloved by Claude 
Mauriac, cinematic specificity. Art of time, cinema has the exorbitant privilege of 
repeating it […] Cinema only attains and constructs its aesthetic time based on lived 
time, Bergsonian “durée,” which is in essence irreversible and qualitative. […] I 
cannot repeat a single moment of my life, but cinema can repeat any one of these 
moments indefinitely before my eyes. […] For every creature, death is the unique 
moment par excellence. The qualitative time of life is retroactively defined in 
relation to it. It marks the frontier between the duration of consciousness and the 
objective time of things. Death is nothing but one moment after another, but it is the 
last.’ (Cohen, p. 30) 

xiv  ‘Dead without requiem, the eternal dead-again of the cinema!’ (Cohen, p. 31) 
xv  ‘Reality is not art, but a realist art is one which can create an integral aesthetic of 

reality.’ (Barnard, p. 51) 
xvi  ‘[…] if what we see on the screen were real and carried out in front of the camera 

the film would cease to exist, because it would cease thereby to be a myth. It is on 
the fringes of trick effects, on the margins of the subterfuge necessary to the logic of 
the story, that the imaginary is able both to join reality and to replace it [à la fois 
d’intégrer la réalité et de s’y substituer].’ (Barnard, p. 80) 

xvii  ‘[…] a fragment of raw reality, inherently multifacious and ambiguous, whose 
“meaning” [Barnard drops Bazin’s “…”] becomes apparent after the fact, through 
other “events” [again, the “…” are dropped, also Bazin’s image-fait is more accurate 
than “event,” cf. his stance against the notion of dramatic events, 2.4.2 Bazin on 
Umberto D: Reformulating the Pregnant Instant], connected up in our minds. 
Rossellini undoubtedly chose these events [“faits”] wisely but while respecting their 
integrity as events [“faits”]. […] The nature of an “image-event” [“image-fait”], 
however, is not simply to connect with other “image-events” [“images-faits”] in 
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ways invented by our minds. This in a sense is the centrifugal nature or the image, 
which makes it impossible to create a narrative. Because each image, seen on its 
own, is only a fragment of reality and exists prior to its meaning, the entire surface 
of the screen must have the same concrete density.’ (Barnard, pp. 241-242) 

xviii  ‘[…] if The Red Balloon owes essentially nothing to editing, it resorts to it 
fortuitously.’ (Barnard, p. 79) [Barnard drops the emphasis on “essentiellement” and 
“accidentellement” and thereby loses the implied opposition between essence and 
accident.] 

xix  ‘One breaks a window, counts the pieces and declares: this window was composed 
of four triangular, two quadrangular, six pentagonal pieces and so on. This is the 
model of the false reasoning of all atomic theory, which is, besides, very similar to 
Zeno’s reasoning.’  

‘[…] the cinematograph appears as a mechanism mysteriously destined to the 
expertise of the false accuracy of the famous reasoning of Zeno about the arrow, to 
the analysis of this subtle metamorphosis of rest in mobility, of the lacunar in 
fullness, of continuity in discontinuity – a transformation that staggers as much as 
the generation of life out of the inanimate.’ 

xx  ‘[…] two modes of unreality that are easily interchangeable.’ 
xxi  ‘I would describe as photogenic any aspect of things, beings, or souls whose moral 

character is enhanced by filmic reproduction. And any aspect not enhanced by filmic 
reproduction is not photogenic, plays no part in the art of cinema.’ (Liebmann, p. 
293) 

xxii  ‘The unit of Paisà’s narrative is not the shot, with its abstract perspective on the 
reality being analysed, but the event [“fait”]. […] In Paisà (and by this I mean, to 
varying degrees, most Italian films), close-ups of doorknobs are replaced by the 
image-event [“l’image-fait”] of a door, all of whose concrete qualities are equally 
visible.’ (Barnard, pp. 241-242) 

xxiii  ‘[…] Bazin will entirely transfer that which in Leenhardt is still a stylistic 
description based on a literary trope, onto the theoretical definition of a 
cinematographic mechanization.’ 

xxiv  ‘[…] the centrifugal nature of the image, which makes it possible to create a 
narrative.’ (Barnard, p. 242) 

xxv  ‘The non-contradiction ceases to be a valid criterion of truth. Zeno’s arrow, which is 
immobile in flight, does not surprise us anymore. Any being combines movement 
and stillness, solidity and fluidity, languor and precipitation, tininess and immensity 
according to space-time conventions, where the lens arbitrarily places that being. 
Had the neurotic Pascal seen a few films, he would have had to find a new support to 
this anguish other than the size differences between mite and man – a difference that 
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cinema can cancel or reverse at will, like the most banal optical illusion.’ (Nguyen, 
p. 332) 

xxvi  ‘[…] the moving conclusion to a dramatic series of events.’ (Gray, Vol. 2, p. 80) 
xxvii  ‘The cinema here is conceived as the exact opposite of that “art of ellipsis” to which 

we are much too ready to believe it devoted. Ellipsis is a narrative process; it is 
logical in nature and so it is abstract as well; it presupposes analysis and choice; it 
organizes the facts in accord with the general dramatic direction to which it forces 
them to submit.’ (Gray, Vol. 2, p. 81) 

xxviii  ‘[…] both to join reality and to replace it [à la fois d’intégrer la réalité et de s’y 
substituer].’ (Barnard, p. 80) 

xxix  ‘If one assumes some distance from the story and can still see in it a dramatic 
pattern, a single general trend in its component events, this is only after the fact. The 
narrative unit is not the episode, the event, the sudden turn of events, or the character 
of its protagonists; it is the succession of concrete instants of life, no one of which 
can be said to be more important than another, for their ontological equality destroys 
drama at its very basis.’ (Gray, Vol. 2, p. 81) 

xxx  ‘[…] De Sica and Zavattini attempt to divide the event up in still smaller events and 
these into events smaller still, to the extreme limits of our capacity to perceive them 
in time. Thus, the unit event in a classical film would be “the maid’s getting out of 
bed;” two or three brief shots would suffice to show this. De Sica replaces this 
narrative unit with a series of “smaller” events: she wakes up; she crosses the hall; 
she drowns the ants; and so on. But let us examine just one of these. We see how the 
grinding of coffee is divided in turn into a series of independent moments; for 
example, when she shuts the door with the tip of her outstretched foot. As it goes in 
on her the camera follows the movement of her leg so that the image finally 
concentrates on her toes feeling the surface of the door.’ (Gray, Vol. 2, pp. 81-82) 

xxxi  ‘[…] nothing but one moment after another […] it is the last.’ (Cohen, p. 30) 
xxxii  ‘A painter, whose means are spread out in space, does not need to worry about time, 

but rather about choosing an instant, or the skilful deduction of the best instant, the 
most significant, the most typical and the most “relevant [le plus pregnant]”.’ 
[pregnant in French also means “meaningful,” which Aumont links to grossesse, 
pregnancy in English] 

xxxiii  ‘[…] does not exist in reality, […].’ 
xxxiv  ‘One can only harmonise instantaneity and relevance [la prégnance], the 

authenticity of the event with its meaningful charge, at the expense of a trick.’ 
xxxv  ‘[…] the need for narrative is more biological than dramatic in nature. It buds and 

grows with the verisimilitude of life itself.’ (Barnard, p. 234) 
xxxvi  ‘De Sica and Zavattini are concerned to make cinema the asymptote of reality – but 

in order that it should ultimately be life itself that becomes spectacle, in order that 
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life might in this perfect mirror be visible poetry, be the self into which film finally 
changes it [Telle qu’en elle-même, enfin, le cinéma la change].’ (Gray, Vol. 2, p. 82) 

xxxvii  ‘There is a kind of “ci-ne-ma” that is like poetry. It is madness to see cinema as 
something isolated that can be set down on a piece of celluloid and projected on a 
screen through an enlarging lens. […] Cinema is not some sort of independent 
matter whose crystals must be isolated at all costs. It is, rather, matter in an aesthetic 
state, a form of narrative entertainment.’ (Barnard, p. 67) 

xxxviii   ‘The only way to imitate Wyler would be to adopt the ethic of his mise en scène […] 
There can be no imitators of Wyler, only disciples.’ (Barnard, p. 46) 

xxxix  ‘[…] a film’s purity, or better yet, to my mind, its cinematic quotient should be 
calculated by the effectiveness of the way its scenes are conceived [découpé].’ 
(Barnard, p. 67) [Barnard translates “coefficient” as “quotient,” which is a different 
mathematical concept] 

xl  ‘If one recalls that for Bazin, in his first essay, “cinema is the mummification of 
change,” it becomes evident that this formula substitutes for theory: to change 
nothing (to the adjacent world) to change everything (making a film = changing the 
world) is the maxim of ontological realism at its purest reformulation of classical 
mimesis.’ 

xli  ‘[…] if there would have been a human witness, he would have undoubtedly been 
taken away by a sensible cowardice.’  

xlii  ‘We were informed about the projects of M. Reichelt, we knew of his experiences 
and made him aware of the consequences. But M. Reichelt was deaf to the advice 
we gave him. The poor soul died a victim of his own temerity.’  

xliii  ‘[…] the irrational power of photography, in which we believe without reservation.’ 
(Barnard, p. 8) 

‘[…] the irrational power of the photograph to bear away our faith.’ (Gray, p. 14) 
[As I explain in the subsequent chapter, cf. Chapter III: A Leap of Faith In 
Reality, I prefer Gray’s translation to Barnard’s.] 

 

Chapter III: A Leap of Faith In Reality 
Used existing translations from: Jean Renoir. Trans. W.W. Halsey, William H. Simon. New 
York: Simon and Schuster (1973); “Science Film: Accidental Beauty.” Trans. Jeanine 
Herman. In: Science is Film: The Films of Jean Painlevé. Eds. Andy Masaki Bellows, Marina 
McDougall and Brigitte Berg. Cambridge: The MIT Press (2000): pp. 144-147; “Death Every 
Afternoon.” Trans. Mark A. Cohen.  In: Rites of Realism: Essays on Corporeal Cinema. Ed. 
Ivone Margulies. Durham: Duke University Press (2002): pp. 27-31; What Is Cinema? Vol. 1. 
Trans. Hugh Gray. Berkeley: University of California Press (2005); What Is Cinema? Trans. 
Timothy Barnard. Montreal: Caboose (2009) 
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i  ‘[…] the negative imprints of the expedition – its inscription chiselled deep [son 
inscription en creux].’ (Gray, Vol. 1, p. 162) 

ii  ‘In Bazin’s writing, the work of the negative, which departs from so-called 
“objective” resemblance and opens onto dissemblance, starts out with his 
“paradoxes, reverse side of contradiction,” and ends in his film analyses and the 
theses he derives from them.’ 

iii  ‘The modern Orpheus of this ascent to a hell of ice could not preserve the camera’s 
sight of it. But then begins the long road to Calvary of the descent, with Herzog and 
Lachenal strapped like mummies on the back of their Sherpa’s. This time the camera 
[le cinéma] is there like the veil of Veronica pressed to the face of human suffering.’ 
(Gray, Vol. 1, pp. 162-163) 

iv  ‘Death is not the preordained end of our final agony, only its conclusion and a 
deliverance. Henceforth we shall know to what divine ordinance, to what spiritual 
rhythm the sufferings and actions of the cure respond. They are the outward 
representation of his agony. At which point we should indicate the analogies with 
Christ that abound towards the end of the film, or they may very well go unnoticed. 
For example, the two fainting during the night; the fall in the mud; the vomiting of 
wine and blood – a remarkable synthesis of powerful comparisons with the falls of 
Jesus, the Blood of the Passion, the sponge with vinegar on it, and the defiling 
spittle. These are not all. For the veil of Veronica we have the cloth of Seraphina; 
then finally the death in the attic – a Golgotha with even a good and a bad thief.’ 
(Gray, Vol. 1, p. 135) 

v  ‘The outer edges of the screen are not […] the frame of the film image. They are the 
edges of a piece of masking that shows only a portion of reality.’ (Gray, Vol. 1, p. 
166) 

vi  ‘The screen is a mask whose function is no less to hide reality than it is to reveal it. 
The significance of what the camera discloses is relative to what it leaves hidden. 
But this invisible witness is inevitably made to wear blinders; its ideal ubiquity is 
restrained by framing, just as tyranny is often restrained by assassination.’ (Halsey & 
Simon, p. 87) 

vii  ‘[…] Bergsonian durée, which is in essence irreversible and qualitative.’ (Cohen, p. 
30) 

viii  ‘Philosophers are hardly ever fond of the tireless appeal to theological debates on the 
topic of the image. By acknowledging history, that history of mankind, of wars, 
revolutions and ideas, most of them conclude that the question of the image and a 
fortiori that of cinema, proper to the 20th century, recovers from an entirely different 
vocabulary that owes nothing to those obscure Byzantines. It is from Hegel onwards 
that one should think about questions of modernity and therefore the image.’ 
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ix  ‘[…] never informs his theory beyond certain metaphors that are often ironic. The 

style of his discourse on these issues is closer to that of an anthropologist than that of 
a preacher; one feels in it that his training at the École normale supérieur takes the 
upper hand over his Christian activism.’   

x  ‘[…] the excessive concretion tied to a progressively distant, inaccurate memory of 
its opposite, which I call the bazinian text,’ or, ‘[…] I call bazinism the lazy and 
deceptive recital of arguments claimed to be held by Bazin.’ 

xi  ‘[…] the imprint is a better word to perceive Bazin. Primarily because it is part of 
his lexicon.’ 

xii  ‘[…] in the black market of Christian metaphors in Bazin […]’ 
xiii  ‘In short, because of the significance it took in his lexicon, this word is the opposite 

of “impurity,” the other fundamental and general term in his system. In an initial 
analysis, impurity groups together everything that relates cinema to other arts; 
ontology everything that solely belongs to cinema and that no other art had before 
it.’ 

xiv  ‘Because of this human presence, a doubt about the image persisted. Moreover, the 
important thing about the passage from Baroque painting to photography is not mere 
material improvement (for a long time, photography was inferior to painting in 
recreating colour). It is, rather, psychological: photography completely satisfies our 
appetite for illusion by means of a process of mechanical reproduction in which 
there is no human agency at work. The solution lay not in the resulting work but 
rather in its genesis.’ (Barnard, p. 6) 

xv  ‘One could say that Bazin is only so important in the discourse on cinema, in the 
entire history of criticism, all eras and countries combined, and this in a 
simultaneously evident and confused manner, because he has simply managed to 
divert toward cinema the discursive and most traditional flux of art history, namely 
that of mimesis. But one can also maintain that the dominant discourse needs to 
maintain Bazin in this place, as the incarnation of the Mimetic. From this follows his 
role as scapegoat (sacralised, liquidated), the oblivion of his texts, the endless 
procrastination of a detailed publication of his contribution to art history. His 
relation to a thought of the imprint is much more convincing in his actual body of 
texts, but less acceptable from a discursive point of view.’ 

xvi  ‘[…] an ancestral practice and techniques that have run across art history […]’ 
xvii  ‘[…] by means of an impassive mechanical device […]’ (Barnard, p. 8) 
xviii  ‘[…] achieves a synthesis of the relic and the photography […]’ (Barnard, p. 12) 
xix  ‘[…] to save being through the appearance of being.’ (Barnard, p. 3) 
xx  ‘All art is founded upon human agency, but in photography alone can we celebrate 

its absence. Photography has an effect upon us of a natural phenomenon, like a 
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flower or snowflake whose beauty is inseparable from its earthly origin.’ (Barnard, 
p. 7) 

xxi  ‘The production of images has even dispensed with any notion of anthropocentric 
usefulness. It is no longer a question of the individual’s survival, but more generally 
of creating an ideal universe in the image of reality, endowed with an independent 
temporal destiny.’ (Barnard p. 4) 

xxii  ‘Why does the involuntary transposition of values, which is exclusively due to the 
emulsion of film used at the time and to the counter-type, render the corner of the 
garden where Monet is painting precisely more akin to the painter’s most 
impressionist paintings?  

I now speak to the directors: why does it rain precisely when a sergeant is being 
degraded and when Déroulède pronounces his discourse? Why does the sky put 
itself on its own in unison with the event in a more certain fashion than the subtlest 
studio atmosphere? To make a long story short, why are chance and reality more 
talented than all the filmmakers in the world?’ 

xxiii  ‘In the photograph, a natural image of a world we are no longer able to see, nature 
finally does more than imitate art: it imitates the artist.’ (Barnard, p. 9) 

xxiv  ‘At the far extreme of inquisitive, utilitarian research, in the most absolute 
proscription of aesthetic intentions, cinematic beauty develops as an additional, 
supernatural gift. What cinema “of imagination” could have conceived of and 
produced the bronchoscope’s fabulous descent into the hell of bronchial tumors, 
where all the rules of the “dramatization” of color are naturally implicated in the 
sinister bluish reflections of this visibly deadly cancer. What special effects could 
have produced the magical ballet of freshwater microorganisms, arranged 
miraculously under the eyepiece as if in a kaleidoscope? What brilliant 
choreographer, what delirious painter, what poet could have imagined these 
arrangements, these forms and images! The camera alone possesses the secret key to 
this universe where supreme beauty is identified at once with nature and chance: that 
is, with all that a certain traditional aesthetic considers the opposite of art. The 
Surrealists alone foresaw the existence of this art that seeks in the almost impersonal 
automatism of their imagination a secret factory of images.’ (Herman, pp. 146-147) 

xxv  ‘Whoever has not seen that has no idea how far cinema can go.’ (Herman, p. 147) 
xxvi  ‘[…] creating an ideal universe in the image of reality, […].’ (Barnard, p. 4) 

 

 

Chapter IV: Myth, Invention and Imagination 
Used existing translations from: What Is Cinema? Vol. 2. Trans. Hugh Gray. Berkeley: 
University of California Press (2005); What Is Cinema? Trans. Timothy Barnard. Montreal: 
Caboose (2009) 
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i  ‘The guiding myth of the invention of cinema is thus that it will accomplish the 

dominant myth of every nineteenth-century technology for reproducing reality, from 
photography to the phonograph: a complete realism [réalisme intégral], the 
recreation of the world in its own image – an image upon which the irreversibility of 
time and the artist’s interpretation do not weigh.’ (Barnard, p. 17) 

ii  ‘[…] the original sin of Western painting.’ (Barnard, p. 6) 
iii  ‘Most certainly, there is a derisory side to critiquing Le Monde du silence, because, 

after all, the magnificence of the film is first that of nature, and therefore it would be 
better to criticize God. From this point of view, at the most, we’re allowed to 
indicate that this magnificence, indeed, is ineffable and that it constitutes the greatest 
revelation that our little planet has made to mankind since the heroic age of 
terrestrial exploration. We can also observe that, for the same reason, underwater 
films are the only radical innovation in documentary film since the great travel films 
of the 20s and 30s.’ 

iv  ‘Of course, other examples of the convergence of research could be found in the 
history of technology and inventions, but we must distinguish those which are, 
precisely, the product of scientific advances and industrial (or military) needs from 
those which clearly precede these advances. The ancient myth of Icarus had to wait 
the internal combustion engine before descending from Plato’s higher world, but this 
myth has been present in every human being since we began to observe birds.’ 
(Barnard, p.18) 

v  ‘[…] to imitate nature completely.’ (Barnard, p. 17) 
vi  ‘In this way, every new improvement to cinema merely brings it paradoxically 

closer to its origins. Cinema has yet to be invented!’ (Barnard, p. 17) 
vii   ‘[…] the most important book of the French post-war bibliography […].’  

‘With cinema, civilization has returned the closest to the archaic and perhaps most 
universal myth.’ 

viii  ‘Niépce, Muybridge, Leroy, Joly, Demeny and Louis Lumière himself were 
obsessive eccentrics, handymen or, at best, clever industrialists.’ (Barnard, p.13) 

ix  ‘[…] neither industrialists nor great thinkers, but men with imagination, […]’ 
(Barnard, p. 18) 

x  ‘There are other Annapurnas in the lives of men!’ 
xi  ‘What matters more is the probable outlook on new knowledge and new 

technological possibilities, the courage and the personal virtues of Gagarin, science 
that has enabled this achievement and everything this, in turn, assumes from a 
selfless and sacrificial mind set. But that which, perhaps, matters above all is to have 
left Place. For one hour, a man has existed outside any horizon – everything was sky 
around him, or more precisely, everything was geometrical space. A man existed in 
the absolute of homogenous space.’ 
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xii  ‘This time the camera [le cinéma] is there like the veil of Veronica pressed to the 

face of human suffering.’ (Gray, Vol. 2, pp. 162-163) 
xiii  ‘[…] the satisfaction of an age-old human desire: defying gravity. It could be that 

the dream of Icarus began with his plunge into the ocean. The sky was at our feet; it 
starts to reveal its marvels to us.’  

xiv  ‘I’m only indicating that it is not a matter of symbolism attached to the surface of the 
water, changing, streaming, lustral, but of the Ocean: water considered as another 
half of the universe, a three dimensional environment, more stable and 
homogeneous, moreover, than the air and whose envelopment frees us from gravity. 
This liberation of terrestrial chains is just as well symbolized by fish as it is by birds, 
but traditionally, and for obvious reasons, the dream of mankind unfurled barely in 
the blue sky. Dry, solar, aerial. The sea shimmering with light was to the 
Mediterranean poet but a tranquil roof where doves walk, the roof of the jibs and not 
the one of the seals [La mer scintillante de lumière n'était au poète méditerranéen 
qu'un toit tranquille où marchent les colombes, celui des focs et non des phoques.] 

Ultimately, it is science stronger than our imagination that should, by revealing to 
mankind its virtuality as a fish, realize the old myth of flight, which is much better 
fulfilled by the scuba set than by the noisy and massive mechanism of the airplane, 
which is as stupid as a submarine and as dangerous as a standard diving dress with a 
hose and a helmet.’ 

xv  ‘[…] every change of real importance, which enrich our cinematic heritage, is 
closely tied to technology. Technology is cinema’s infrastructure.’ (Barnard, p. 53) 

 

Part III: Perspectives on the Centrifugal Screen 
Used existing translations from: What Is Cinema? Vol. 2. Trans. Hugh Gray. Berkeley: 
University of California Press (2005); What Is Cinema? Trans. Timothy Barnard. Montreal: 
Caboose (2009) 

 
i  ‘[…] seeking the dramatic expression of the moment, a sort of psychic fourth 

dimension capable of suggesting the presence of life in the tortured immobility of 
Baroque art.’ (Barnard, p. 5) 

ii  ‘The infinity of a landscape by Jean-Bapstiste-Camille Corot is an infinity that is 
internal to the existence of the painting; it cannot merge with the infinity of nature 
without (and this would be absurd) acting as its substitute.’  

iii  ‘[…] in the perfect aesthetic illusion of reality there is no more cinema.’ (Gray, Vol. 
2, p. 60) 

iv  ‘[…] a piece of raw reality […].’  
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Chapter V: Cinema and Painting 
Used existing translations from: “Sacrificial Mutilation and the Severed Ear of Vincent Van 
Gogh.” Trans. Allen Stoekl. In: Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939. Ed. Allen 
Stoekl. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press (1985): pp. 61-72; “Van Gogh as 
Prometheus.” Trans. Annette Michelson. October, Vol. 36 (Spring 1986): pp. 58-60; What Is 
Cinema? Vol. 1. Trans. Hugh Gray. Berkeley: University of California Press (2005); What Is 
Cinema? Trans. Timothy Barnard. Montreal: Caboose (2009) 

 
i  ‘[…] despite an apparent similarity with the frame of a painting, the screen 

maintains essentially different relationships with the image. The cinema screen is not 
a frame, but a mask, it does not serve to show, but to reserve, to isolate, to choose.’  

ii  ‘One will at least admit that everything we see in cinema is perceived as real, i.e. as 
participating in a uniformly stretched out space, in other words: in a universe. One of 
the most correct definitions of cinema is the one from Jean Cocteau: “reality seen 
through a keyhole.” What the keyhole hides from us does not seize to exist itself 
outside our visual field.’ 

iii  ‘[…] it is still the opposite of the mise en scène like the “doorknob,” in which the 
colour of the gloss paint, the thickness of grime on the wood on hand level, the 
brilliance of metal, the wearing out of bolt are as much perfectly useless facts, 
concrete parasites of abstraction, whose elimination is appropriate.’ 

iv  ‘In Bruegel’s admirable painting, Icarus falling to the water in rustic indifference 
prefigures Cousteau and his companions diving into the green sea off some 
Mediterranean cliff, ignored by the farmer who works his field and takes them for 
swimmers.’ 

v  ‘[…] loses its importance in face of this new conception of the cosmos.’ 
vi  ‘[…] there is no doubt that Bruegel would have resorted directly to the text [by 

Ovid], because he is the first to have represented the farmer at work, the shepherd on 
his staff, the fisherman with his line by hand. But he does this by reversing this exact 
text: rather than contemplating Icarus and Daedalus with astonishment, flying 
through the sky like gods, the carefree farmer continues his work, the shepherd turns 
his back to Icarus, stares fixedly at the emptiness ahead of him and the fisherman 
continues to be absorbed by his fishing; even the partridge, whose wings Ovidius 
makes flap to eternally mock Daedalus, sits here immobile on its branch; even 
better, the ship next to which the catastrophe unfolds, clears off with its sails inflated 
towards the sun.’ 

vii  ‘The first time you found yourself in front of this painting, your eye had 
immediately been attracted to the red blouse of the ploughman; later on, when you 
discovered Icarus on the right of the composition, you have smiled. Immediately, a 
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strange litany started to resonate in your head. It lasted the entire afternoon: a man 
works his field, a shepherd looks at the sky; a boat arrives slowly at a port; the sea is 
calm; a man is drowning.’ 

viii  ‘[…] a printing press of reality, […]’  
ix  ‘Icarus swims, from both sides of the linguistic border.’  
x  ‘[…] the distance between the one who is looking and that which is being looked at.’ 
xi  ‘[…] a hymn to man with his feet anchored on earth.’ 
xii  ‘[…] each film is a social documentary!’ 
xiii  ‘Even to your eyes, all of this ended up not being real anymore. Nevertheless, 

everything is there, and everything is irrefutable real.’ 
xiv  ‘The logical distinction between the imaginary and the real was eliminated. […] 

Photography was thus a privileged technology for Surrealist practice because it 
produces an image which shares in the existence of nature: a photograph is a really 
existing hallucination.’ (Barnard, p. 9-10) 

xv  ‘[…] [the visual arts] from the complex of resemblance.’ (Barnard, p. 7) 
xvi  ‘For years, people have suffered to such an extent that they all aspire change. It 

appears to me that each of us, unsatisfied with the miserable world around us, awaits 
and wishes, more or less, that this world would change. It seems to me that this 
desire, this wish for change, works equally well in relation to the artistic domain, as 
it does in the material or moral world.’ 

xvii  ‘Cinema has yet to be invented!’ (Barnard, p. 17) 
xviii  ‘I am totally certain that art has to transform itself, because art, from an aesthetic 

point of view, is a human function which is profoundly rooted in our being  […].’  
xix  ‘Like a lichen born from the symbiosis between the seaweed and the mushroom, the 

combination of cinema with painting here gives birth to a new aesthetic being; its 
ontology will perhaps enlighten us on some fundamental laws pertaining to the 
existence of painting and of cinema.’ 

xx  ‘It is extremely interesting to notice, as André Bazin very rightly said, that 
upholding the communication between art and the people is here an absolutely vital 
condition; it is a condition without which, given its financial conditions, cinema 
cannot even exist. It is for this reason that we can not only conceive of, but know, 
but point out works that are considered beautiful by the artists, in cinema, and works 
which can perfectly touch a popular audience.’ 

xxi  ‘[…] cinema makes novels being read and popularizes theatre plays. I position 
myself on this ground in a very worldly manner: cinema gives passport to the theatre 
and the novel.’ 
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xxii  ‘Freed from the complex of resemblance, modern painters surrendered it to the 

people, who henceforth identified it with photography on the one hand and with the 
only kind of painting that applies itself to it on the other.’ (Barnard, p. 7) 

xxiii  ‘This crisis in realism began in earnest in the nineteenth century, with Picasso as its 
mythic embodiment in the present day. This crisis called into question both the 
conditions of the visual arts’ formal existence and their sociological underpinnings.’ 
(Barnard, p. 7) 

xxiv  ‘[…] any art, the art of every day if you will, which was for a long time concerned 
with painting the portrait of citizens, that particular art has largely been transformed 
and replaced by photography. I’m thinking of illustrations in numerous books, 
scientific and biological ones, where photography has also largely rendered the 
activity of the artist almost useless, superfluous.’ 

‘It would be interesting, from this perspective, to examine the rivalry in the 
illustrated press in the period 1890-1910 between photographic reportage, which 
was still in its infancy, and drawings. The latter in particular satisfied the Baroque 
need for the dramatic (consider Le Petit journal illustré). The sense of the 
photograph as a document emerged only gradually.’ (Barnard, p. 11) 

xxv  ‘It seems to me that if we go into the veritable influence or inter-influence of these 
arts more closely, we would be incited to take on a more flexible and more sceptical 
position, which would perhaps be this: namely that the influence, if really there is an 
influence of cinema on other arts and I indeed believe that it is blatant, among others 
in the novel and for photography on painting, if really there has been an influence, 
then this is not one from cause to effect. This would not be an influence through 
which painters at one point, seeing photographs, would have said to themselves: “it 
is absurd to make portraits, I am going to do something else than portraits; I am 
going to make things that don’t need to resemble nature anymore,” that’s not the 
case. Besides, historically speaking one finds that the history of photography is on 
the contrary a history of influences from painting on photography. Indeed, the first 
photographers tried hard to attempt to resemble painters. It is rather  […] an 
influence of the sensibility of the time period, of a profound need of that time period. 
In this manner, Degas for instance composes his paintings exactly like the end of a 
sequence on screen. Yet, cinema needed fifty years to recall the style of Degas on 
screen, and to construct its cinematographic framing totally naturally throughout the 
evolution of its language, like Degas made a painting. But this is because Degas was 
prophetic in his time and felt throughout this scientific and mechanistic nineteenth 
century the need to represent reality seized in some sort of simultaneously realist and 
dramatic synthesis, which cinema would find much later. So, if it is really there, we 
can speak of an influence of cinema on Degas, but not historical, since Degas 
precedes the cinema, but somehow of a myth of cinema, which was still 
subconscious, at the time and which has influenced painting through an artist as 
sensible as Degas.’ 
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xxvi  ‘[…] this is that indeed cinema may be defined by the screen, and paintings by their 

frame.’  
xxvii  ‘This crisis in realism began in earnest in the nineteenth century, with Picasso as its 

mythic embodiment in the present day. This crisis called into question both the 
conditions of the visual arts’ formal existence and their sociological underpinnings.’ 
(Barnard, p. 7) 

xxviii  ‘What Le Mystère Picasso reveals is not what we already know, the duration of 
creation, but this duration that might be an integral part of the work itself, a 
supplementary dimension, stupidly ignored at the finishing stage.’  

xxix  ‘We see clearly that already the notion of the picture [le tableau] is subordinated 
here to the more integral notion of painting [la peinture] of which the picture is but a 
moment.’  

xxx  ‘Because, finally, not a trait, not a stain of colour that appears - appearing is the 
word - rigorously unforeseeably. This unpredictability supposes, inversely, the non-
explication of the compound by the simple. This is so true that the entire principle of 
the film as spectacle itself, more precisely as “suspense,” is held in this waiting and 
this perpetual suspense. Each trait of Picasso is a creation that entails another, not as 
a cause implies an effect but as life generates life.’ 

xxxi  ‘The spectacle as such is then a fascination by the appearance of forms, free and in 
nascent state.’  

xxxii  ‘[…] the fish becomes a bird and the bird becomes wildlife.’ 
xxxiii  ‘[…] everything settles as if painting would truly become soluble in the duration 

only after having undergone a mutation of its spatial structures under the action of 
cinema.’ 

xxxiv  ‘Thanks to the cinema, the “world” of a painter is not merely a metaphor anymore, 
“entering in his universe,” the privilege of a sensible and cultivated spectator, the 
pictorial imaginary has become the reality of our perception.’ 

xxxv  ‘[…] the sequence of a film gives it a unity in time that is horizontal and, so to 
speak, geographical, whereas time in a painting, so far as the notion applies, 
develops geologically and in depth.’ (Gray, Vol. 1, p. 165) 

xxxvi  ‘Van Gogh’s landscape spreads nature to substitute for three suns at the same time, 
if it pleases the mentor to assemble them in a sequel of these images that turned 
irrefutably in this new aesthetic cosmology.’ 

xxxvii  ‘Van Gogh’s cut off ear exists somewhere in this world, which inevitably beseeches 
us.’ 

xxxviii  ‘The point is not to explain to us why Van Gogh was “mad” and what the necessary 
connection was between this madness and his predilection for yellow, for example, 



Today, Icarus 

263 

                                                                                                                                                  
but to bring us closer to this point of spiritual incandescence where the transmutation 
will be made sensible to us through its radiance.’ 

xxxix  ‘Furthermore, if ontological realism, following the advice of Rohmer (great 
meteorological filmmaker, of four seasons), dictates that “art is in the model,” in the 
sense that it is in the landscape, and the anticipation [artialisation] of Alain Roger 
says that art offers its models to landscape, then cinema is the double trigger: on the 
one hand, as a machine of automatic reproduction, it captures the schemes offered 
by the other arts, on the other hand, as art, it offers them to nature.’  

xl  ‘This is to make nature resemble art, as [Oscar] Wilde said, which is true only a 
posteriori. Van Gogh has transformed our vision of sunflowers but before he had 
painted them, sunflowers were not yet “Van Goghs”.’ 

xli  ‘It is not for nothing that sunflowers are called suns.’  
xlii  ‘[…] in order to show the importance and the development of Van Gogh’s 

obsession, it is necessary to link suns with sunflowers […]. This flower is also 
simply known (in French) by the name “the sun;” in the history of painting it is 
linked with the name of Van Gogh […]’ (Stoekl, p. 63) 

xliii  ‘Given the forgoing, it must be said that after the night of December ’88, when, in 
the house to which it came, his ear met a faith which remains unknown (one can 
only dimly imagine the laughter and discomfort which preceded some unknown 
decision), Van Gogh began to give to the sun a meaning which it had not yet had.’ 
(Michelson, p. 59) 

xliv  ‘[…] how can we ignore the chain of knots which so surely links ear, asylum, sun, 
the feast and death?’ (Michelson, pp. 59-60) 

xlv  ‘[…] it is madness to see cinema as something isolated that can be set down on a 
piece of celluloid.’ (Barnard, p. 67) 

xlvi  ‘The nineteenth century, with its objective visual and sound reproduction 
technologies, introduced a new category of images. Their relationship with the 
reality at their source needs to be rigorously defined. […] Cinema’s efficacy can also 
be found in its ontology. It is false to state that the movie screen is completely 
powerless to place us in the presence of an actor. It does so like a mirror (which, we 
can all agree, conveys the presence of the person it reflects) – a mirror whose 
reflection is at a variance with the person whose image is imprinted on its silvering.’ 
(Barnard, p. 185) 

‘Just as footlights and scenery in the theatre serve to mark the contrast between it 
and the real world so, by its surrounding frame, a painting is separated off […] from 
reality as such […]’ (Gray, Vol. 1, p. 165) 

xlvii  ‘The cinema screen is not a frame, but a mask; it does not serve to show, but to 
reserve, to isolate, to choose.’  

xlviii  ‘[…] the skin is that which is the most profound in us.’  
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Chapter VI: A Matter of Form 
Used existing translations from:  “The Graveyear by the Sea.” Trans. C. Day Lewis, 
http://homepages.wmich.edu/~cooneys/poems/fr/valery.daylewis.html; The Flowers of Evil. 
Trans. James McGowan. Oxford: Oxford University Press (1993); What Is Cinema? Trans. 
Timothy Barnard. Montreal: Caboose (2009); André Bazin’s New Media. Trans. Dudley 
Andrew. Berkeley: University of California Press (2014); Bazin On Global Cinema, 1948-
1959. Trans. Bert Cardullo. Texas: University of Texas Press (2014) 

 

i  ‘[…] if cinema is a language, then this is first because it tells stories; therefore, the 
content of scenarios is essential, because it must be in charge of the subject.’  

ii  ‘Each painting is defined in relation to a frame, at least virtual, which carves in some 
way the hole of the painter into the world, reserves in the natural macrocosm the 
microcosm of the artist. This comes back to noticing that the frame of the painting is 
oriented from the exterior towards the interior, that it defines a heterogeneous 
centripetal space in the background which it surrounds. Completely opposite of this, 
despite an apparent similarity with the frame of a painting, the screen maintains 
essentially different relationships with the image. The cinema screen is not a frame, 
but a mask; it does not serve to show, but to reserve, to isolate, to choose. […] In 
this manner, whereas the frame orients the closed off space of the painting towards 
the interior, the screen on the contrary diffuses the space of the cinematographic 
image into infinity: it is centrifugal.’ 

iii  ‘The only thing needed was, first, to be freed from this reversed gravity which is 
Archimedes' principle; then, to be given ambient pressure by the pressure modifier 
to not end up in the fleeting and dangerous situation of a diver, but in that of 
Neptune, master and inhabitant of water. Finally, man flies with his arms!’ 

iv  ‘It is not anymore about a symbolism attached to superficial, mobile, streaming, 
lustral water, but rather about the Ocean: a three-dimensional milieu, more stable, 
moreover, than the air and of which the wrapping frees us from gravity.’  

v  ‘[…] the fish becomes bird.’  

vi  ‘[…] the space below, which is the space of life.’  

vii  ‘This quiet roof, where dove-sails saunter by, […] This quiet roof where sails like 
doves were pecking.' (Day Lewis)  

viii  ‘If nature proceeds from the inside to the outside, from cause to effect, it is the 
privilege of art, as of science, to induce matter or to deduce form. Paul Valéry built 
The Seaside Cemetery upon the cadence of a single line of verse.’ (Cardullo, p. 17) 



Today, Icarus 

265 

                                                                                                                                                  
ix  ‘The sea shimmering with light was to the Mediterranean poet but a tranquil roof 

where the doves walked by, the roof of the jibs and not the seals.’  

x  ‘[…] the (moral) parenthesis of modern cinema being finished, cinema (or what 
remains of it) rediscovers the question of the bottom [le fond]: where do the dream 
bodies come from?’  

xi  ‘The filmed cinema, that of Besson, inherits “forms” but no “bodies” (Platonic, not 
Aristotelian). These forms, which are rather derisory, are nevertheless the only 
existing memory (genetic memory of cinema) and the only truth. […] What is 
needed are bodies that correspond to the publicity advertising world in which we 
find ourselves.’  

xii  ‘[…] when I see Le Grand Bleu, I don’t see the sea, I see an advertising concept of 
the sea that has once and for all replaced the sea.’  

xiii  ‘The famous “crisis of scenarios,” which bores our ears, it is there: in the 
privatisation of experience and the aphasia it produces, especially among the young.’  

xiv  ‘[…] through Daney, Luc Besson has seen Bazin.’ 

xv  ‘[…] symbolism attached to superficial, mobile, streaming, lustral water,’ 

xvi  ‘[…] [the images] are the accomplishment of an entire mythology of water, of which 
the material fulfilment by these subaquatic supermen encounters within ourselves 
secret, profound and age-old connivances.’  

xvii  ‘Water. Filmed as never before. […] A refusal of depth - which makes of this film 
the answer of cinema to the audio-visual (Le Grand Bleu). Water is a special surface 
that one needs to cover incessantly, ploughing it with ones body (boustrophedon).’ 

xviii  ‘The decisive event was undoubtedly the invention of the first scientific and, in a 
sense, already mechanical system: perspective (with Leonardo Da Vinci’s camera 
obscura prefiguring Niépce’s darkroom).’ (Barnard, p. 5) 

xix  ‘Perspective made it possible for artists to create the illusion of three-dimensional 
space in which objects could be placed the way they would if we perceived them 
directly.’ (Barnard, p. 5) 

xx  ‘[…] the expression of spiritual realities in which the model was transcended by the 
symbolism of form - while the other was simply a psychological desire to replace the 
outside world with its double.’ (Barnard, p. 5) 

xxi  ‘[…] the pseudo-realism of trompe l’oeil (or trompe-l’esprit), which is content with 
the illusion of form.’ (Barnard, p. 6) 

xxii  ‘[…] the art of the Middle Ages, for example, appears immune to this conflict: both 
violently realist and highly spiritual, it did not know the upheaval that technical 



Appendix: Translations 

 
266 

                                                                                                                                                  
possibilities have since introduced. Perspective was the original sin of Western 
painting. 

*** 

Niépce and Lumière were its redeemers.’ (Barnard, p. 6) 

xxiii  ‘I want to make you understand that medieval painting and cinema are the same 
thing! […] These painters had tried to introduce in their works the meaning of the 
world, because they did not know perspective.’ 

xxiv  ‘And when, with Cézanne, form took back the canvas, it was no longer in the service 
of perspective’s illusionist geometry.’ (Barnard, p. 10) 

xxv  ‘In their imagination, they conceived of cinema as the complete and total 
representation of reality. From the outset they foresaw the creation of a perfect 
illusion of the outside world through sound, color and three-dimensionality. 

With respect to the latter, the film historian Georges Potonniée has even gone so far 
as to suggest that “it was not the discovery of photography but rather that of 
stereoscopy […] which opened the thinkers’ eyes.’ (Barnard, p. 16)  

xxvi  ‘Since two or three years a quarrel divides the cinematographic critique. It is true 
that it might seem as nothing but the shadow of a great dispute between realism and 
formalism in art […]. Nevertheless, I think that the problem of formalism arises very 
differently in cinema and in most of the arts.’ 

xxvii  ‘If one day 3D cinema evolves beyond a trivial scientific curiosity, as it will likely 
do, directing the garden hose to spray the audience will not be enough to astonish us. 
The distant future of 3D cinema will see a leap as great as the one from L’Arrivée 
d’un train en gare de La Ciotat to the train engine sequence in La Bête humaine. 
The labor of Mr. Spottiswoode and its still-experimental application in the films at 
the Festival of Britain already prove that 3D affords the same interpretations, with a 
function as orchestrated and utterly artistic as “flat” cinema. Let us nimbly take this 
new and decisive step toward total cinema.’ (Andrew, p. 241) 

xxviii  ‘When I look at the end of my nose, I go cross-eyed and work hard to see clearly. 
But at the cinema, I dissociate these two physiological actions.’ (Andrew, p. 240) 

xxix  ‘[…] revolutionizing the field of animation with his brilliance and poetic sensibility. 
[…] abstract painting in motion and in 3-D.’ (Andrew, p. 241) 

xxx  ‘[…] corresponding to an angle of vision that the spectator would have in reality.’ 
xxxi  ‘[…] a really existing hallucination.’ (Barnard, p. 10) 

xxxii  ‘[…] a perfect illusion of the outside world through sound, color and three-
dimensionality.’ (Barnard, p. 15) 
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xxxiii  ‘[…] a function as orchestrated and utterly artistic, as “flat” cinema.’ (Andrew, p. 

241) 

xxxiv  ‘[…] a new and decisive step toward total cinema.’ (Andrew, p. 241) 

xxxv  ‘If perspective was the original sin of Western painting, technique was its 
gravedigger. The conquest of space made us all lose memory.’ 

xxxvi  ‘I think that one should cite Bazin in every article on cinema.’ 

‘Cinema substitutes for our gaze a world according to our desires.’ 

xxxvii  ‘You see, Sergei, you have felt that there is no space in the Kremlin and not in San 
Franscisco either, isn’t that true Orson Welles?’  

xxxviii   ‘And then, depth; depth! Declares the professor of the Titanic.’ 

xxxix  ‘Make sure that you can hear me; make sure that I can speak.’  

xl  ‘We’ve seen the stars 
And waves, and we have seen the sandy shores; 
Despite disasters, all our jolts and jars, 
On sea, on land we find that we are bored. 
The glorious sun across the violet sea, 
Great sunlit cities dreaming as they lie, 
Made our heart yearn with fierce intensity 
To plunge towards those reflections in the sky.’ (McGowan, p. 513) 

xli ‘The stage thus incites [the actors], even obliges them, to indulge in hyperbole. Only 
in film could Charlie achieve his perfect mathematics of situation and gesture, to 
convey the greatest degree of clarity in the least amount of time.’ (Barnard, p. 164) 

 

 

Epilogue: Cinema Is Also a Language 

Used existing translations from: What Is Cinema? Volume 1. Trans. Hugh Gray. Berkeley: 
University of California press (2005); What Is Cinema? Trans. Timothy Barnard. Montreal: 
Caboose (2009); André Bazin’s New Media. Trans. Dudley Andrew. Berkeley: University of 
California Press (2014); Bazin On Global Cinema, 1948-1959. Trans. Bert Cardullo. Texas: 
University of Texas Press (2014) 

 
i  ‘There is also a certain type of literary criticism which is likewise a re-creation - 

Baudelaire on Delacroix, Valéry on Baudelaire, Malraux on Greco. Let us not blame 
the cinema for human foibles and sins.’ (Gray, Vol. 1, p. 169) 
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ii  ‘[…] built […] upon the cadence of a single line of verse, […]’ (Cardullo, p. 17) 
iii  ‘Then again, film is a language.’ (Barnard, p. 10) 

iv  ‘Every image should be experienced as an object and every object as an image.’ 
(Barnard, p. 9) 

v  ‘[…] every technique is completely responsible for what it expresses, or every form 
is a sign, and where nothing is really said without its being couched in the necessary 
form. Criticism could then be practiced, at least on the best films, as it has been 
practiced now for a century on the best literature, by means of the otherwise 
artificial categories of form and content.’ (Cardullo, p. 16) 

vi  ‘[…] the recreation of the world in its own image.’ (Barnard, p. 17) 

vii  ‘[…] the fish becomes bird.’ 

viii  ‘To lose sight of the subjects ends up in classifying films according to their 
technology […] which is like thinking that the vintage of a wine is determined by 
the form of the bottle, of a Champagne, Bordeaux or Bourgogne.’ 

ix  ‘The relationship between form and matter is not that of container and contents, of 
bottle to liquid, but more that of shell to clam.’ (Cardullo, p. 17) 

x  ‘Once it has reached its equilibrium profile, a river flows effortlessly from its source 
to its mouth without further eroding its bed. But should any geological movement 
occur to raise the peneplain and modify the height of its source, the river’s water sets 
to work again, penetrating the ground underneath it, eating away at, boring and 
breaking through it. Sometimes it encounters limestone and hollows out a new and 
almost invisible course across the tableland, a course whose flow of water is twisted 
and complex.’ (Barnard, p. 96) 

xi  ‘[…] a superficial or partisan analysis […].’ 

xii  ‘[…] cinema is not an Art plus an industry, it is an Industrial Art.’ (Andrew, p. 315) 

xiii  ‘On the other hand, cinema is an industry.’ 

xiv  ‘The cinematographic aesthetic will be social or cinema will do away with 
aesthetics.’ 

xv  ‘Intellectuals don’t like to be interrupted. When the screen started to talk, they kept 
quiet.’ 

xvi  ‘Cut off his tongue!’ 
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Summary 

Used existing translations from: What Is Cinema? Trans. Timothy Barnard. Montreal: 
Caboose (2009) 

 

i  ‘[…] the recreation of the world in its own image.’ (Barnard, p. 17) 

ii  ‘[…] gigantic flow of images and myths that circulate across all people of the 
world!’ 

 

 


