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More than for almost any other filmmaker I can 
think of, a solid understanding of a Brakhage film 
requires repeated viewings. This seems to frustrate 
some film-goers. At a first screening, a new Brakhage 
work can roll by, shoe after shot unfolding into a still 
greater incomprehensibility. But there is always some
thing to hold onto, if not just the masterful rhythmic 
and visual sense which is always at Brakhage's com
mand. In this regard he has no peer. 

The autobiographical Sincerity series is perhaps the 
major work in Brakhage's recent output, and thus it is 
with some trepidation that I approach it. Frankly, I've 
only seen it a couple of times, but possibly the simpli
city with which I must console myself (no small conso
lation actually) will prove rn be refreshing. 

The major sequence of Reel One, on which the 
meaning of the entire film turns, is that portion 
which shows Dartmouth College. I am moved by the 
very realization of the fact that Brakhage made a 
lonely 2,000 mile pilgrimage co a college at which he 
only spent six months, a place which he rejected and 
which has apparently all but disowned him for all the 
attention it has given him. No doubt Brakhage's per
sonal ghosts are quite efficacious in their power to 
haunt. In Thomas Mann's Tonio Kroger, the artist-to
be protagonist (certainly a fictional version of Mann 
himself), makes a similar trip to his hometown, Lue
beck, where the narrow streets and crowded row 
houses just stand there in indifferent silence. This is 
what appears to have happened in Brakhage's return 
to Dartmouth. There is hardly a human encounter, 
only stone walls, wired (cage-like) glass, roof-tops, and 
the occasional back of a student who presumably will 
graduate in the same regulated fashion in which cafe
teria trays slide by on a conveyor belt. The camera 
repeatedly returns to a painted sign that bears a 
human figure whose face is the only one to face the 
camera in this portion of the film. The figure is 
laughing, as if mocking Brakhage's quest for some
thing besides static disinterest. 

The earlier portions of the film have led up to this 
kind of crisis. As the film opens, we see a series of still 
photographs (whose faces also stare in a deathlike 
stasis) which are glimpsed briefly and inconclusively, 
almost as if to serve as mere spectres. Images related 
to Brakhage's past appear and disappear quite rapidly, 
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generated by light qualities, rhythms, or specific 
details, e.g. shoes of a war film precede a photo of 
young Brakhage holding a toy rifle. It is Brakhage's 
ability to use yellow flash frames and subtly interlock
ing rhythmic echoes which makes these sequences 
such a pleasure to watch; the flares and memory 
"flashes" are bound inexorably in the textural frame
work of the film. Brakhage is attempting a mimesis of 
the random flow of thought-images in the recollection 
process. 

Eventually we get the sense of a journey (wide open 
fields go by as if shot from a moving auto) and there 
are brief, at first, mysterious shots of Dartmouth 
which appear as a prolepsis of the presumable destina
tion. Though we cannot speak of a literal journey, 
there is this evocation of one as Dartmouth is 
"approached" both in terms of the film's structure 
and Brakhage's movement into or in earch of his 
past. The past is never only a time but a place. for 
space is the only way co ensually experience or "pic
ture" time and Brakhage is wonderfully aware of this. 

At the close of the film a young Brakhage looks out 
of a window "through" a Dartmouth scene to the 
negative image from his first film, lnten·m. The 
brilliance of this moment is that Brakhage's circa 1971 
experience parallels that of circa 1951. Twice in the 
span of 20 years, Brakhage journeyed Ease co 
encounter Dartmouth College. Once he went as a pre
cociou teenager, who, as so many of u , vastly over
valued the first break from home which going to 
college represents, and the second time, he sought a 
meaningful image of his past. But twice he failed and 
both rimes he turned to the same film for an evasion 
of that failure, first as a therapeutic means to self
discovery and then lacer to find the only image from 
the past in which he discovered some sense of elf, 
some sense of his having been "there." Only his self
generated images could "speak" to him across the 
gap of time. The fact that the image from Inten·m is 

in negative is a detail reminiscent of che end of The 
Way To Shadow Garden, in which the central protag
onist likewise turns to an interior world represented in 
negative. The process of autobiography and filmmak
ing, past and present, time and space, have quite 
ingeniously collapsed here in a number of ways. 

Reel Two is a comic and kind of a sunlit interlude 

between Reels One and Three. It doesn't deal so 




