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This is a welcome volume-an impressive collection 
of crucial writing on avant-garde film not too dissimi
lar from, but a vast improvement over the editor's 
previous (and now out of print) anthology, The Fzlm 
Culture Reader. Unlike the earlier reader, this one is 
more strongly unified, following one tradition, and 
exhibits excellence from first page to last. Indeed, it 
can be read cover to cover with virtually no lapse in 
Jnterest or relevance. Believe me, there are few film 
books about which one could make a similar claim. 

Pan of Sitney's editorial decision-making has been 
to bring to print material previously unavailable or 
whose availability has been hitherto severely limited. 
For instance, there is a bulk of translated essays ap
pearing in English for the first time , including three 
pieces by Germaine Dulac, two by Jean Epstein, and 
one by Sergei Eisenstein. Dulac and Epstein are em
barrassingly under-appreciated in this country for both 

their writing and their films. A short essay by Artaud, 
"Sorcery and the Cinema," until now only available 
in an inadequate translation in England, has been 
newly translated by the editor. 

Excerpts from Peter Kubelka's lectures make their 
debut here in printed form. Until now, Kubeika has 
avoided such publication because he felt (and still 
does feel) that verbal transcriptions of his lectures 
diminish their vividness and impact. Having seen and 
heard Kubeika speak, I would agree, but then again, 
Kubelka's stance is self-evident and bringing his theo
retical speculations to print is a valuable addition to 
the literature. Incidentally, I would suggest that of all 
the numerous stories of how a particular film was 
made under unusual circumstances, the story behind 
the making of Schwechater has to be the most pecu
liar and amusing of them all. Fortunately one has the 
background here in the artist's own words. 

There are numerous other rarities: film notes by 
both James Broughton and Sidney Peterson, unpub
lished for thirty years or so; perhaps what is Maya 
Dereo's most brilliant single piece of theory, "Cine
matography, the Creative Use of Reality,'' reprinted 
only once in an expensive format since its initial 
appearance in Daedalus in 1960; and previously un
published lectures by Jonas Mekas, Hollis Frampton 

and Tony Conrad. The volume features many more 
artists, both European and American, whose writing is 
central to an understanding of avant-garde film, 
Vertov, Richter, Brakhage and Snow, among others. 
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One of the pleasant things to arise out of this book 
is the location of a school of wit among the writer/ 
film-makers in the avant garde. The school's motto 
might be taken from Tony Conrad's hilarious piece, 
"A Few Remarks Before I Begin," which parodies the 
rather dense contemporary theoretical discourse. Both 
Hollis Frampton and Harry Smith would assent to 
Conrad's irooist dictum: "Naturally, the advantage of 
being serious by not being serious is that it is impossi
ble to communicate by being serious.'' The founding 
father of the school is Sidney Peterson whose program 
notes for his own film, The Cage, are chiseled in a 
cool J amesiao prose: 

If a half century from now somebody falls off a 
ladder as a result of a sudden realization that the 
gradual coming into focus of a plaster bust in the 
opening shot represents the history of art from 
blur to plug hat, thus disposing in four feet of 
film of the absurd tradition that the aesthetic im
pulse is a dolled-up version of the involitional 
mimicry of butterflies and shellfzsh, the pro
ducers of the film cannot, of course, be responsi
ble. 

Tragically, no one seems to enjoy weaving sentences 

like that one anymore. 

A work which is neither theory nor criticism (except 
in a larger sense), but an inspired inclusion anyway is 
Joseph Cornell's screenplay, "Monsieur Phot." This 
particular piece points to one minor weakness of the 
volume: an occassional lack of precise bibliographical 
backround. The notes fail to indicate, for example, 
that the reproductions from stereo-optical slides are 
placed in the present text more or less exactly where 
Cornell placed them in the first limited edition of the 
work in the 1930's. The images have been restored to 
the text for the first time since that initial appearance 
(another Sicney coup). Without some inquiry, how
ever, I wasn't sure if the illustrations were Cornell's 
own selections, or those of a painstaking editor who 
had rummaged in the Cornell files. 

Sadly, though it is through no fault of Sitney's, one 
major figure is missing, Gregory Markopoulos, who 
refused to grant re-publication rights. Being one of 
those in the important so-called first generation of 
post-war independent American film-makers, his writ
ing is sorely missed. Otherwise the list of material by 
film-makers is long-coo long for recounting in full. 
Only four pieces are by non-film-makers. Although 
these are all worthy (e.g. Annette Michelson's classic 
essay on Michael Snow, an excerpt from Stephen 
Koch's book on Andy Warhol, etc.) one wonders why 
this more academically oriented criticism has been 
considered at all, for it sticks out, puts the reader in 
another mode in the midst of all the writing by the 
film-makers themselves. An artist writes criticism to
wards a different end than a critic/theorist-even if an 
artist considers himself one of the latter-which he 
invariably is anyway. Ao artist's criticism fights for 
elbow room in which to work; a critic attempts to lock 




