PART ONE

ORIGINS OF THE AMERICAN
AVANT-GARDE CINEMA,
1920-1959

Infroduction

The essays in this section describe and define the origins of experimental film practice from
both historical and theoretical perspectives. In the first piece, “The First American Film Avant-
garde, 1919-1945,” Jan-Christopher Horak notes that many filmmakers who are now routinely
classified as experimental or avant-garde artists actually thought of themselves as “amateurs”
or “dabblers” in film. Their self-description as amateurs implied artistic integrity and was
predicated on a self-definition in opposition to the commercial film industry. Only later would
these same filmmakers come to be known as the first wave of the American avant-garde. These
filmmakers, Horak argues, were largely pioneers of film abstraction, animation, parody,
symbolism, and surrealism. From the earliest days of what is now known as avant-garde
filmmaking, filmmakers relied on communities that were loosely connected to distribution and
exhibition venues. Horak considers the importance of amateur film clubs and cinema clubs, as
well as the first journals that promoted film experimentation, such as Close-up and Film Art. In
addition, Horak notes that such exhibition venues as the Museum of Modern Art, the first to have
a film department (in 1935), were largely Eurocentric in their programming. Nevertheless, the
Works of European cinepoets, such as Germaine Dulac and René Clair, were shown alongside
those of American filmmakers, such as Slavko Vorkapich and Robert Florey.

The second article in this section, “Notes on the New American Cinema” by filmmaker Jonas
Mekas, provides an important contrast and complement to Horak’s essay. Mekas’s essay
reads like a manifesto, a call to arms, whose audience is the experimental film community. Jonas
Mekas, who cofounded the film journal Film Culture, calls for critics to keep out of the emerging
art form, which he poetically terms a “new bud.” Implicit in his essay is the fear that too much
emphasis on criticism—with its aesthetic labels, privilege of form over content, and tendency
toward canon formation—is a menace to the New American Cinema. Mekas calls for purist
cinema, and he sees the New American Cinema as an ethical movement more than as a conscious
anti-Hollywood movement. In “Notes on the New American Cinema,” Mekas distinguishes
himself from critics and their abstract theories. Mekas cites Siegfried Kracaeur as a model
for the “living thing” he calls the New American Cinema, a cinema free of literary and theatrical
ideas. Mekas champions the work of Stan Vanderbeek, Marie Menken, Ron Rice, and John
Cassavetes in this egalitarian manifesto. He finds a morality in trying new approaches. It is
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important for the reader to be aware that Jonas Mekas has had an immense impact on the
distribution and dissemination of independent cinema, from his long-running column “Movie
Journal” in the Village Voice to his cofounding of the Filmmakers’ Cooperative and later the
Anthology Film Archives, which now houses and screens the world's largest collection of
experimental cinema.

Lauren Rabinovitz's essay, “The Woman Filmmaker in the New York Avant-garde,” moves
the reader into a feminist perspective of the origins of the New American Cinema. Rabinovitz,
writing from the perspective of a late twentieth-century critic and feminist historian, begins with
the story of a baby shower for Bebe Baron, an experimental music artist. The shower, hosted by
Maya Deren, was attended by Anais Nin, Shirley Clarke, Betty Ferguson, Storm de Hirsch, and
other members of a community of women who supported one another and, as Rabinovitz argues,
provided role models for one another in a male-dominated arena. Rabinovitz uses the baby
shower as a central motif in her study of the cultural contradictions of being an artist and a
traditional female, a mother, a nurturer. One of the most important points in Rabinovitz's essay
is that female artists and filmmakers found points of resistance even within a system that
constructed their identities from a patriarchal perspective. Though being an artist was considered
masculine, Rabinovitz argues, Maya Deren managed to portray herself as the romantic type;
Shirley Clarke took on the role of the female beatnik; and Joyce Wieland, to some extent, became
the Earth Mother that she was labeled. Nevertheless, as Rabinovitz carefully notes, their films
“articulated positions for a refusal of the male gaze.” Though contained and categorized, excluded
and sometimes marginalized, Deren, Clarke, and Wieland ultimately triumphed in that their
works provide a legacy of feminist avant-garde film practice.

The final essay in Part One, “Women in the Avant-garde: Germaine Dulac, Maya Deren,
Agnés Varda, Chantal Akerman, and Trinh T. Minh-ha" by Judith Mayne, is another contemporary
feminist approach to the work and aesthetics of women directors. Mayne, like Rabinovitz,
combines a historical and theoretical methodology to discuss a shared tradition she finds in the
films of Dulac, Deren, Akerman, Varda, Minh-ha, and other women filmmakers. Mayne uses the
work of Tom Gunning as a jumping-off point. While Gunning discusses the relationship between
early “primitive” cinema and the avant-garde, Mayne finds the “primitive” mode of representation
in use as female “primitive” narration across a variety of women filmmakers’ works. Careful to
articulate her use of the word primitive, Mayne notes that her use of the term evokes both early
filmmaking and ritualistic traditional female activities. The playfulness and originality that Mekas
called for in his manifesto is clearly manifested in the narrative style of a number of women
filmmakers of seemingly disparate backgrounds, as Mayne makes clear.

Taken together, the essays in this section sketch not only the history of experimental film but
challenge the very notion of a concrete history. There are multiple ways of historicizing avant- |
garde practice, and these essays demonstrate that experimental film history is continually
evolving with each new wave of filmmakers and video artists.

The First American Film
Avant-garde, 1919-1945

JAN-CHRISTOPHER HORAK

A history of amateurs

Contrary to the standard histories of American avant-garde cinema, numerous American
avant-garde artists produced films in the 1920s, 1930s, and early 1940s. They include: Sara
Arledge, Roger Barlow, Josef Berne, Thomas Bouchard, Irving Browning, Francis Bruguiére
Rudy Burkhardt, Paul Burnford, Mary Ellen Bute, Joseph Cornell, Stanley Cortez, Doug[assI
Crockwell, Boris Deutsch, Emlen Etting, Paul Fejos, Robert Flaherty, Robert Florey, John Flory
Roman Freulich, Jo Gerson, Dwinell Grant, Harry Hay, Jerome Hill, Louis Hirshman, lohn'
Hoffman, Theodore Huff, Lewis Jacobs, Elia Kazan, Charles Klein, Francis Lee, Jay Leyda, M.G
MacPherson, Jean D. Michelson, Dudley Murphy, Ted Nemeth, Warren Newcombe.'Lynn-
Riggs, LeRoy Robbins, Henwar Rodakiewicz, Joseph Schillinger, Mike Siebert, Stella Simon
Ralph Steiner, Seymour Stern, Paul Strand, Leslie Thatcher, William Vance, Charles Vidorl
Slavko Vorkapich, James Sibley Watson, Melville Webber, Herman Weinberg, Orson Welles‘
and Christopher Young.' Supporting these filmmakers was a network of exhibition outietsl
art theaters, and amateur film clubs, as well as film publications. Together these ﬁlmmakers.
a.nd attendant phenomena constitute an avant-garde film movement of more than marginal
significance. Indeed, the sheer volume of activity demands attention.

To understand the dynamics of the 1920s and 1930s avant-garde in comparison with its
POst-World War Il American successors, the different self-perceptions and material conditions
of the two generations must be recognized. Both defined themselves in opposition to
commercial, classical narrative cinema, privileging the personal over the pecuniary. However
the 1950s avant-gardists proclaimed themselves to be independent filmmakers activelg;
eﬁgaged in the production of “art,” while the earlier generation viewed thems‘elves as
c:rac_aastes, as lovers of cinema, as “amateurs” willing to work in any arena furthering the cause
of film art, even if it meant working for hire. ~

The aesthetic position of the second American film avant-garde, defined exclusively in
terms of personal expression, led this generation to reject any collaboration with commercial
28 public interests, any utilitarian usage of the medium, be it commercial, instructional. or
Idegiogicai, Ironically, their self-conscious declarations about their rolz:-zs as film arti‘sts
indicated a romanticized professionalization of the avant-garde project. Of his own generation
lonas Mekas noted: “To former generations film art was something still new and exotic, but
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for this generation it is part of our lives, like bread, music, trees, or steel bridges." This profes-
sionalization of avant-garde filmmaking was, of course, possible only because the institutions
providing material support for the avant-garde had expanded to include university film
courses (offering filmmakers a place to earn money while making their films), government
and foundation grants (allowing them to finance production), and nontheatrical film exhi-
bition within the institutional framework of museums, archives, and media centers (offering
filmmakers a place to show their work).

Earlier filmmakers, on the other hand, thought of themselves primarily as film amateurs
rather than as professionals. The professional was an employee in Hollywood, producing for
hire a profit benefiting the corporate hierarchy, while the amateur was concerned with the
cause of film art. Given this self-image, the agenda of the first American film avant-garde
could be much broader: to improve the quality of all films, whether personal or professional,
to create structures for distribution and exhibition, and to further reception through
publications. These cineastes moved freely between avant-garde film and other endeavors:
documentary, industrials, experimental narrative, film criticism, film exhibition, painting,
and photography. Many were primarily painters or photographers who only “dabbled” in film.

Lewis Jacobs, as a member of a Philadelphia amateur film club, noted of his group: “Our
club is composed of painters, dancers, and illustrators. . .. It is our aim to emphasize a
direction that will result in cinematic form.”* As a paradigmatic example of the contemporary
19205 cineaste, one might fruitfully look at the career of Herman Weinberg: in the late 1920s
and early 1930s, he worked as a manager for a “little theater” in Baltimore, wrote film criticism
for various magazines, and made avant-garde shorts.? This range of activities in different
cinematic endeavors was of course economically determined, since no single effort offered
a livelihood.

For Weinberg, the avant-garde constituted itself everywhere beyond the realm of classical
Hollywood narrative. The amateur film enthusiast, “the lover of cinema,” was seen as the
most ardent supporter of an avant-garde. As Col. Roy W. Winton, managing director of
the Amateur Cinema League, noted: “We are concerned about where this Eighth Art is going
and we are concerned about it aesthetically as well as socially and ethically.” In making
avant-garde works, even the professional could become an amateur, as Weinberg explained
in the case of Robert Florey: “It was only when he was working on his own, after studio hours,
with borrowed equipment, scanty film, a volunteer cast and the most elemental of props,
that, released from the tenets of the film factories, he was able to truly express himself in
cinematic terms.”®

Ironically, the desire to improve the status of the film medium on many different fronts

was characteristic of both the 1920s European avant-garde—a fact that has been often |/

suppressed by later historians’—and the first American avant-garde. Both European and
American avant-gardists entered film as amateurs because economics dictated it. At the same
time, amateurs-turned-professionals, like Walter Ruttmann, Hans Richter, and René Clair,
among others, thought of their contract and personal work as of a piece. Whether “city films"
by Joris Ivens or Wilfried Basse or scientific views of sea life by Jan Mol, these documentaries
were considered to constitute avant-garde cinema. Thus, Europeans and Americans shared
a broader, inclusionist rather than exclusionist view of independent cinema.

While the first avant-garde pioneered alternative forms that survived on the fringes of
institutional power, it was only sporadically able to support itself economically. The avant-
garde itself had not yet been embraced by institutions that could have created the material
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conditions for its continued survival. As a result of such factors, it is extremely difficult, for
example, to separate avant-garde film production from the production of some documentary
films in the 1930s. Roger Barlow, Paul Strand, Willard Van Dyke, LeRoy Robbins, Irving Lerner
Henwar Rodakiewicz, Ralph Steiner, and others not only earned their livelihood during thc;
Great Depression through organizational, governmental, and private documentary film
production, but actually perceived such activity as contin uing their experimentation with
cinematic form. A history of the early American avant-garde, then, cannot help but broaden
its definition to include other noncommercial film forms (e.g., amateur and documentary
films), as well as unrealized film projects, film criticism, and film reception.

In its earliest phases the American avant-garde movement cannot be separated from a
history of amateur films. Indeed, the avant-garde and a growing amateur film movement were
two alternative discourses on the fringes of the commercial mainstream that for at least a few
years overlapped.® As C. Adolph Glassgold wrote programmatically in 1929: “The artistic future
of the motion picture in America rests in the hands of the amateur.” Both avant-garde and
amateur film initiatives received a boost after the Eastman Kodak Company's introduction
in 1924 of 16mm film and the easy-to-use Cine-Kodak 16mm camera. The new technology was
not only cheaper and safer than 35mm nitrate film; it was also in many ways more versatile
allowing for hand-held camera work and shooting on location and under ambient ]Eght'
conditions. The CineKodak made Everyman and Everywoman a potential film artist, and while
some avant-garde filmmakers preferred 35mm, others, like Theodore Huff, could not have
made films without the low-cost 16mm alternative. Thus technology played an important
role in the development of this first avant-garde, as it did in the experimental film movements
after World War 11,

The first avant-garde defined itself in opposition to the commercial industry not only
aesthetically, but also economically, producing films at minimal expense. Instead of large
crews and expensive sets, avant-garde filmmakers worked with modest expenditures of money
and materials, their films subject to the personal budgets of an amateur. When Slavko
Vorkapich and Robert Florey completed The Life and Death of 9413—A Hollywood Extra (1928), the
press continually mentioned that the film cost a mere $97.50;0 Florey's The Love of Zero (1928)
Was produced for approximately $120.00, and Charles Vidor's The Bridge (1929) for
approximately $250.00, plus sound work.!' Roman Freulich produced Broken Earth (1936) for
iSnY(;ié)F;(i?].dZ:tef;:;r:?isnia In:t. pfofit of $200.00 on his first short, Prisoner (1934).'2 Two
L » Paul Fejos’ The Last Moment (1928) and Josef von Sternberg’s The Salvation

3), were both released for under $15,000. Roger Barlow made a film for supposedly
N6 maore than four dollars."?
thet};i;?j?sz 2?&1?:;;53;? and arEateurs Was givena c.on.crete organizational form with
o e s ugzma heague in 1926, Ie§ in its early years by the inventor
e o Uni,tEdyS une |2? tMere were an estimated thirty thousand amateur
e tatesda (l))ne. In I?28 more than a hyndred amateur cinema clubs
e maeesban a”road. while the Amate}lr Cinema League had more than

e mbers, all of whom were producing amateur films.'*

B lmlnm Sorgne i:.e ‘-Igrou}?s §prang up 'aIE over the country, some shooting in 35mm,
amatemcamera;man Shorllz spgmm‘g grandiose dreams. In New York, Merle Johnson, an
S the pmtagonisty.lovers nee Deep in L.o?re'[ |92:.‘:,}‘ an avant-garde nvarratlive in which the faces
e e are never w?:b[e, In Burbank, California, the experimental

p “Artkino” was founded in 1925 by two amateurs, Jean D. Michelson and M.
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G. MacPherson, the name suggesting a homage to Soviet cinema. They apparently produced
at least half a dozen films, including War Under the Sea (1929), The Trap (1930), The Power of
Suggestion (1930), and Oil—A Symphony in Motion (1933), of which only the last-named title
seems to survive in any form. According to Arthur Gale:

This interesting amateur unit has made experiments of a wider range than any other
similar group and has the most original list of titles to its credit. In all instances,
experimentation has been concentrated on continuity structure, camera treatment and
lighting effects rather than upon camera tricks."”

In New York, the founding of Eccentric Films was announced in 1929. “The first avant-
garde production unit in America,” they planned the production of an expressionist film
with action “harking back to Freud's notebooks.”'® In upstate New York the “Cinema Club of
Rochester” was formed in 1928 under the chairmanship of Dr. James Sibley Watson. In
Philadelphia, Lewis Jacobs, Jo Gerson, and Louis Hirshman belonged to “The Cinema Crafters
of Philadelphia”, founded in early 1928 to realize “pioneer experiments in the new field of
photoplay production.”"

Professionalism was equated with commercialism, while amateurism connoted artistic
integrity. This discourse also identifies personal expression with formal experimentation, a
dualism repeated continually in contemporary aesthetic manifestoes and reviews, and echoed
in the polemics of the second American avant-garde. The emphasis on formalism is apparent
in Frederick Kiesler's comment: “In the film, as in every other art, everything depends on how
its mediums (means) are utilized and not on what is employed.”** Lewis Jacobs concurred:
“Such stuff as story, acting and sets are merely contributing factors to the more important
element, form. We are trying to make film something restless, fluent and dynamic.”*'

Avant-garde Exhibition and Reception

Just as avant-garde film production created an alternative discourse on filmmaking, the “Little
Cinema” movement provided both an exhibition outlet for avant-garde and European
art films and an alternative to the commercial cinema chains dominated by the major
Hollywood studios. The establishment of art cinemas was apparently first suggested in March
1922 by the magazine of the National Board of Review of Motion Pictures, Exceptional
Photoplays,? which specifically tied the founding of a little cinema movement to the growth of

avant-garde cinema:

The showing of experimental pictures in a special theatre or series of theatres, and
the building up of an audience, would naturally be followed by the actual making of
experimental pictures. Directors and actors, stimulated by what they had seen in this
theatre and encouraged by the reception of new work, would feel impelled to try their

hand #*

Three years later the “Little Cinema” movement took off when the newly founded Screen
Guild in New York showed a series of Sunday films at the Central Theater and at the George
M. Cohan organized by Symon Gould. Other series were programed by Montgomery Evans at
the Klaw Theatre (New York) in March 1926, and by Tamar Lane, who formed the Hollywood
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Film Guild in the same month.2* Gould, meanwhile, began the first continuous art film
program, also in March 1926, at the Cameo Theatre, sponsored by the International Film Arts
Guild.” Seating 540 persons, the Cameo scheduled many European and American films
that had been failures in their first run because they were not “popular” enough.

In a speech before the Society of Motion Picture Engineers, Gould noted that the film art
movement "had dedicated itself to the task of reviving and keeping alive classic motion
pictures, as well as those films that may be noteworthy for the best elements ” He concluded:
“There is no doubt that this is the age of celluloid. We are only standing on the threshold ol;
unforeseen developments in this momentous field "2

Meanwhile, in October 1926 Joseph Fleisler, Michael Mindlin. and the Screen Guild, acting
as the Film Associates, Inc., took over the 5th Avenue Playhouse at 66 Fifth Avenu'e pro-
claiming it the “first succinctly art cinema house in America."?’ The first film on the prolgram
of the new cinema was the re-released Das Cabine! des Dr. Caligari (1919), often credited with
initiating a film art movement in the United States 28 Within a few years “little cinemas” sprang
up all over the country. The Art Cinema League, meanwhile, remodeled a barn and presented
experimental shorts 2°

In spring 1927 the Little Theatre of the Motion Picture Guild, under the management
of John Mulligan, was opened in Washington, D.C.. the first “little cinema” outside New York
City. This was followed by the Little Theatre of the Movies in Cleveland in late 1927, and
almost immediately by the Playhouse in Chicago. A. W. Newman, director of the Cleve;]and
cinema, specifically referred to the exhibition of short films that “represent important
experimentation” as a part of its mandate.®

In Hollywood the Filmarte was founded in 1928 by Ms. Regge Doran;? other little theaters
were located in Boston (Fine Arts Theatre), Rochester (Little Theatre), New York (Carnegie
Playhougg}. Newark (Little Theatre), Buffalo (Motion Picture Guild), Baltimore (Little
1‘.heasitrej.5*2 Philadelphia (Motion Picture Guild), Brooklyn (St. George's P'layhouse/Brooklyn
F{!m G.uild], and East Orange, N.J. (Oxford Theatre).*” The Motion Picture Guild, under the
d]I:CtIO!‘I of Robe.rt F. Bogatir!. operated the theaters in Philadelphia, Buffalo. Cleveland,
an Rochester. Michael Mindlin had his own subway circuit with the 55th Street Playhouse
in New York, the St. George in Brooklyn, and the Playhouse in Chicago.

: :?n Febrluary'1929 S_ymon Qould opened the Film Guild Cinema on Eighth Street. Designed
y red_enck Kiesler, it was in the eyes of its architect the “first 100 per cent cinema in th
world."** The New York Film Art Guild's inaugural screening in | i el
i : ‘ ing in 1929, which was attended by
" ﬁ, cluding Theodore Dreiser, presented two avant-garde films by
o .a Se :’:{ o,;r e House of Usher (1928, Watson/Webber) and Hands (1928, stella Simon),
oy F;:}\!:'lﬁ}t”;eature, Two Days .( 1?271. The premiere led the National Board of Review
B 0] ;I—Iouse of Usher in 1F5 a _Calendar of Progress,” noting that: “Amateur

e T: reac _es a sudden peak in this abstract film "*
Opening-night p’:ci::;'Zr;nnfg;jtcuhrziit‘:}:eoI;frj;’i:]i1;)]?all'7 Oc'tIOber e s
E = e e |a_n silent, Cyran‘a de Bergej’mc. (1923), with a
- Sl s tseclf)irtﬁ p;zwdmg mus@al accompamment. With its slogan “The
- L Wimd.fm Soundelt Weat:ie ;(‘mscnously set ftseif agginst large commercial
i S5 i ; :s ]e ]I;:’jtedhto showing “art films that appeal to the
e il ror.the ne;tr;]. I.t e theater was turngd over to Ben and
. o e i P irty-five years. Today the Little Theatre is the
nited States.
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Not surprisingly, art cinema programs often paired American avant-garde films with
European, especially German and Russian, features. Dreiser commented on this mixture in
the Film Guild's inaugural program brochure, which referred to “the little cinema theatres,
which should, and | hope will, act as havens for artistic American as well as European
productions and such experimental efforts of ‘amateurs’ here as many have the real interests
of the screen as art truly at heart.”” .

The Life and Death of 9413—A Hollywood Extra played at the Philadelphia Motion Picture Guild
with the German/Indian production, Die Leuchte Asiens/Light of Asia (1926), while Robert Florey's
second film, The Love of Zero, was billed at the Los Angeles Filmarte Theater with Gosta Ekman's
Kliven (1927).%% The Story of a Nobody (1930, Gerson/Hirshman) was exhibited with Paul Fejos’
arty Universal feature, The Last Performance (1929),*° while Charles Vidor's The Bridge premiered
at the Hollywood Filmarte Theatre with another European feature.*° Roman Freulich’s Prisoner
was shown at the Little Theatre in Baltimore with Sweden, Land of the Vikings (1934).

Ironically, obituaries for the Little Cinema movement appeared as early as 1929, when
the movement was far from spent. John Hutchins' article in Theatre Arts Monthly noted in

September 1929:

That their bright day is done and they are for the dark, within only four years of their
inception, is the unhappy comment on an art movement that from the first was
characterized not so much by art as by a truly astonishing lack of foresight, and later by

merely bad business methods.*'

The fact that Hutchins wrongly proclaims the demise of at least two cinemas, and overlooks
the imminent opening of two others in Rochester and Baltimore in October 1929, suggests
that another agenda is at work. In fact, the author finds many of the foreign films distasteful,
“staticand inferior” (a consistent criticism of European "art” films from allies of the American
film industry), argues that the Little Cinemas had “little or nothing to offer,” and accuses
Gould’s Film Guild, for example, of showing too many Russian films. Indeed, it would not be
inferior foreign films, but rather a worsening economic climate, that would eventually
contribute to the demise of many Little Cinemas. But that would take several more years.

Art galleries were another potential site for avant-garde exhibitions, In many cases gallery
organizers screened the films of the artists whose works in other media they represented.
Marius de Zayas' New York gallery showed Strand and Sheeler's Manhatta (1921) in 1922, after
exhibiting Sheeler's photography, drawings, and painting. Jay Leyda's A Bronx Morning (1931)
was premiered at the Julien Levy Gallery in New York, as was Lynn Riggs's A Day in Santa Fe
(1931), Henwar Rodakiewicz's Portrait of a Young Man (1932), and Joseph Cornell's Rose Hobart
(1936). Presenting European films as well, Julien Levy in fact built up a substantial collection
of avant-garde films, which he hoped “to display on request.”"? Rodakiewicz's and Leyda’s
films were also shown at Alfred Stieglitz’s An American Place, occasional showcase for
American avant-garde films #*

Another exhibition outlet from 1930 through mid-decade was the Workers Film and
Photo League, which was allied with the Communist Party, USA. Apart from its film production
and photography activities, the League also set up local 16mm film distribution systems
and, in 1934, a national one.* Presenting to its membership Soviet feature films, newsreels
concerning left-wing political actions, and evenings of avant-garde films, the League was
instrumental in developing an audience for art films, especially at the Hollywood chapter,
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which had an ambitious exhibition program under the directorship of Bill Miller.5 League
member Tom Brandon founded Garrison Films in 1932 to distribute to League organizations.“¢

The largest audiences were undoubtedly the Amateur Cinema League’s local clubs in
countless American cities. The ACL had begun to organize a lending library as early as 1927
in order, Arthur Gale wrote, to “provide an adequate distribution of amateur photoplays‘
secure a dependable event for club programs and, as well, encourage new groups to undertake;
amateur productions.” Its distribution catalogue included The Fall of the House of Usher, The Tell-
Tale Heart (1928, Charles Klein), H,0O (1929, Ralph Steiner), as well as Portrait of a Young Man
(1932, Henwar Rodakiewicz), Lot in Sodom (1933, Watson/Webber), Mr. Motorfoat's Last Stand
(1933, Huff/john Flory), and Another Day (1934, Leslie P. Thatcher), all of which were screened
extensively throughout the United States. The Fall of the House of Usher, one of the most popular
was screened hundreds of times in ACL clubs 48 Although ACL's interests turned in the 1930:;
increasingly to travelogues and other forms of home movies, these avant-garde films were
still available through the League in the early 1950s.

The ACL awarded yearly film prizes, adding the winners to its library. Photoplay and Liberty
magazine also staged amateur film contests, which offered public exposure to independent
filmmakers. For example, Photoplay awarded its first prizein 1929 to Ralph Steiner's H.O, which
inturn led to a review in the National Board of Review Magazine.*? In 1937 an amateur ﬁ!rfw contest
announced in Liberty magazine was the occasion for LeRoy Robbins, Roger Barlow, and Harry
Hay to produce Even As You and 1 (1937).

Other kinds of distribution were haphazard, usually dependent on the filmmaker's
renting the film to individual exhibition outlets. Symon Gould, the founder of the Cinema
G.ui]d, apparently set up some kind of distribution network, renting films to both the little
cinemas and commercial theaters. However, any profits realized never made their way back
tc.> the filmmakers, Strand and Sheeler, for example, complained that their film Manhatta
disappeared after Gould got the print for a screening at the Cameo Theatre in 1926. Robert
Florey was even more specific about promises made to him:

Ea'r]y_ in 1928, Mr. Simon [Si¢| Gould, then manager of the 5th Street Cinema Playhouse
[Sic| in New York offered to give World Wide exploitation to my experimental shorts .
and to that effect I gave him all the negatives and prints that | had. I regret to say that |

ha i
ve not heard from Mr. Gould since 1929, | have never received an account of the rentals
or sales of my pictures.™

W
Mz:n Frank Stauffacher, programmer for the “Art in Cinema” series at the San Francisco
gardzupl':i:thgdeE Art (1946-1951), asked Gould in 1950 about the existence of certain avant-
- s, Gould answered (on Film Guild letterhead) that he would b
e glad to und
dsearch, for a twenty-five-dollar fee ' - i
Swf;;sraldf!]m ma‘gamn‘es were dedicated to promoting art films: Close Up, published in
g a; in I‘Engllsh; Film Art, published in London; Experimental Cinema, edited by Seymour
Excepzjon t Lewis Jacobs; and the National Board of Review Magazine, successor to the board’s
discou:;z aPﬁotrJ;;'abys. ';Fhe first three journals functioned briefly as critical voices in the
round both European and American art film while the la i i
: 4 st

5 h;tterﬁims s continued its battle
C - . & .
Weinbs.: Up, in particular through its American contributors, Harry A. Potamkin and Herman

18, documented the achievements of the American avant-garde from 1928 to 1934. The
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journal was initially impressed with the ability of the American avant-garde to produce low-
cost films of high artistic merit, as evidenced in Kenneth MacPherson’s editorial on Robert
Florey's Life and Death of 9413—A Hollywood Extra.>® In later issues, Close Up regularly published
stills from new American avant-garde films, as well as reviews and news of future (sometimes
unrealized) projects.

Film Art, published in London from 1933 to 1937, continued where Close Up left off, with
marny of the same contributors—Weinberg, Rudolf Arnheim, Oswell Blakeston. The journal,
published more or less quarterly, printed not only reviews of American avant-garde films but
also stills from films by Lewis Jacobs and Joe Berne and information about new productions.

Experimental Cinema, published between 1931 and 1934, concerned itself primarily with
leftist filmmaking but also considered avant-garde efforts. In issue number 5, for example,
the magazine published stills from Steiner’s Pie in the Sky (1935), Jacobs’ unfinished As | Walk
(1934), and Joseph Schillinger and Mary Ellen Bute's equally unfinished Synchronmy (1934),
as well as a series of notes on various avant-garde efforts, including the Group Theatre project,
Cafe Universal (1934) .

The National Board of Review Magazine reviewed not only commercial Hollywood films,
but also European art films, and occasionally American avant-garde films.** Shortly after the
magazine's founding in 1926, the journal published a series of articles on the Little Cinema
movement. Its coverage of avant-garde films was more sporadic, since it apparently limited
itself to reviewing films that were being distributed commercially.

Amateur Movie Makers, the official organ of the Amateur Cinema League, on the other hand,
originally focused on amateurs, among them avant-gardists, but shifted away from the latter
in the mid-1930s. As the organization became aesthetically more conservative, its members
increasingly preferred polished travelogues and Hollywood's professional discourse to formal
experimentation. In its early phase, though, articles by Theodore Huff, Jay Leyda, Henwar

Rodakiewicz, and Herman Weinberg encouraged amateurs to experiment with film form. The
magazine also published reports on local amateur cinema club activities, including screenings
of films from the ACL library.

Thus, while the first American avant-garde relied on an institutional framework that
was less well developed than that of the postwar avant-garde, their efforts did not exist ina
complete vacuum, as has been previously assumed. Avant-garde filmmakers, while working
essentially in isolation, were able to screen their films through a number of outlets and saw.
them reviewed in a variety of magazines. A public discourse on the nature and viability of
amateur and avant-garde film first appeared in that period.

To be sure, as the 1930s progressed and the Depression deepened, possibilities for film:
production, as well as distribution and exhibition, steadily declined. By the late 1930s the ACL
had turned completely to travelogues, a number of the Little Cinemas had failed, and money,
and jobs were scarce. Filmmakers emerging after 1935, like Sara Arledge, Rudy Burkhardt,
Joseph Cornell, and Francis Lee, produced their films essentially in a void, until they were
discovered by the second American avant-garde, Roger Barlow, LeRoy Robbins, Paul Strand,
Willard Van Dyke, Ralph Steiner, and others turned to government- or politically-sponsored
social documentary as a means of expanding the borders of cinematic language.

It was, of course, at this very moment, in 1935, that the Film Department of the Museum
of Modern Art (MOMA) was founded. Under its first curator, Iris Barry, the department’s
outlook was essentially Eurocentric: it exhibited the classic art and avant-garde films of
the 1920s and 1930s, as well as the great silents, giving a new generation a film historical
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education. MOMA preserved the Berlin-produced avant-garde film, Hands (1928) by Stella
simon, but it also allowed the original and only surviving print of Jo Gerson and Louis
Hirshman's Story of a Nobody to decompose in its vaults.5

Relegated to the dustbin of history, the first American avant-garde was not thought worthy
of preservation. Many of the films produced by that avant-garde have been lost: others still
await preservation. This survey must necessarily remain fragmentary.

Early Avant-garde Film Production

Although European art and avant-garde films aroused intense interest in America and
resulted in a degree of emulation, American avant-garde films were unique products
of American culture. The very fact that they were born out of the reception of European avant-
garde films in America inscribed their position: while often borrowing or quoting the formal
techniques of the European avant-garde, they demonstrated a certain wild eclecticism,
innovativeness, and at times naiveté that was only possible for American filmmakers working
far from Paris and Berlin, the centers of Western high culture. Contemporary critics con-
demned this eclecticism, as when Kirk Bond wrote of Lot in Sodow: “But by any worthwhile
standard it is a chaos of conflicting mediums. Nothing is thought out in terms of any one,
but the directors, like a painter with his colors, dip by turn into each, following the turn of
the story.” Rather than denigrating American eclecticism, it might be fruitful to look at the
early American avant-garde with a postmodern sensibility, appreciating the hodgepodge
of styles (Expressionism, Cubism, Art Nouveau) and philosophical currents that make up the
first American avant-garde.

The first American avant-garde—like the second. and unlike the European avant-garde
—seems to have had an extremely contradictory relationship to the modernist project.
Its utilization of modernist form in connection with expressions of highly romantic, even
antimodernist, sentiments is symptomatic of this ambivalence toward modernism. A
parti‘cular]y American romanticism, which manifests itself in a longing for (wo)man's
reurtuﬁcation with nature, informs the early American avant-garde’s visualization of the natural
environment and the urban sprawl. This kind of romanticism was quite absent from most of
Its European predecessors, with the possible exception of the French film Impressionists
aroun_d Louis Delluc.%” In European modernist films nature is seen at best as an abstraction
fGS a‘n ideal aesthetic construct, notasa primordial force from which human society has beenl
oof’:'rg]a)fni:fna;erllt;c:.hg:]aec;he European Efvant-garde is prcn_ldly modernist in its celebration
e fr(;:-'e agte, Ame.nhcan avant-garde films are much rqore. ambivalent,
B nature with a deg{ee of dread. This romantic view not only
B : merican avant-garde _from its European models, but also connects it
i EadeErs of ths_: second American avant-garde, such as Stan Brakhage, James

: mschwiller.
mmEr::ri:;a ::’I I1|r; :l:e] 2 ;;ts F};rrnoedrijc;r;i aevxant-garde. differ:lrences can be éscgrtai‘ned. Avant-garde
e S pern:ents with the hope of dlstr‘lbutmg r:hem through
e e ﬁ'lm m garde ‘mrr‘ua ers after 1929 produced their wgrkwlth the expan-
i i ow:rp:nt;n view. Whr.le the fgrmer were often film professionals,
i (‘EC‘)LI ST e the commercial film mdustlry, the latter were usually true
e division is also marked by the professional use of 35mm film stock
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versus amateurs’ general use of 16mm at the very end of the decade and into the 1930s. Thus,
filmmakers of the first generation, like Warren Newcombe, Boris Deutsch, Robert Flaherty,
Charles Klein, Robert Florey, and Dudley Murphy, produced their avant-garde films and
simultaneously or subsequently worked in the film industry in a professional capacity.

In 1929 Hans Richter created the first topology of avant-garde film for his seminal
exhibition, “Film und Foto,” held in Stuttgart, Germany.*® In that exhibition, Richter differ-
entiated between absolute cinema pur documentary and narrative art cinema.>® Twenty-five
years later, Jonas Mekas developed his own topology in his article on the American avant-
garde. It included film drama, film poem, cineplastics, and document film.®° P. Adams Sitney’s
topology in Visionary Film divides the avant-garde into five types: trance, lyrical, mythopoetic,
structural, and poetic.' Dana Polan has rightly criticized this typology as incomplete and
lacking “the kind of metacommentary that could concretize its categories in history."*? Polan
himself has suggested a typology that would take into consideration the “stances the films
take (consciously or not) toward social experience."®* He goes on to define the social and the
lyrical, the structural and the physiological in avant-garde cinema, but ultimately admits
that no topology can contain the diversity of avant-garde practice.

It might be useful to look at all avant-garde films as discursive practices in opposition to
classical cinema. We might also fruitfully think of avant-garde cinema as “pedagogical
interventions, as works that allow us to see cinema again, in places and at levels where we
had ceased to see it."* Looking at the avant-garde in this way allows us to see these films
as critiques of mainstream, classical narrative, and as cinematic discourses on a whole range
of issues. The subheadings below reflect this range of issues and can be divided into sets of
polarities, depending on their referents: urbanism/nature, painting/dance, fiction/parody,
and poetry. Clearly the theoretical question of topology remains unanswered, but such a
project would demand an extended theoretical discussion that is not possible here.

The Poetics of Urban Space

Paul Strand and Charles Sheeler's Manhatta (1921) was not only the first avant-garde film
produced in the United States, and a model for subsequent “city films” in Europe and America,

but also a highly contradictory film in terms of its modernist text. Previous readings of the
film have failed to take into account Manhatta’'s romantic subtext, which is visible both in

the inter-titles, taken from the poetry of Walt Whitman, and in the film's overall narrative
construction.

Manhatta was released commercially as a “scenic,” a quasi travelogue, shown in cinemas
as a short before the feature presentation, as was Robert Flaherty’s so-called scenic, Twenty-
Four Dollar Island (1927). Financed by Pictorial Clubs of America, and released by Pathé,

Flaherty's homage to New York City, ostensibly completed for the three hundredth anniversary

of the landing of the Dutch in 1626, was in many ways less rigorous in its formal construction

than Manhatta.®® Flaherty's film was eventually used as a moving-image backdrop for a stage

show at New York's Roxy Theatre titled “The Sidewalks of New York."%

The film begins with etchings of the Dutch buying Manhattan from the island’s Native

American inhabitants in 1624, then proceeds with a series of drawings and maps of what
the Dutch called “Neiuw Amsterdam.” Flaherty next cuts to an aerial view of the city, taken
three centuries later. The following images, mostly held in long shot, and often taken from
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skyscrapers high above the city, focus on construction: cranes and excavators digging, a
dredger working the river, bulldozers, workers blowing out bedrock with dynamite. Intercut
with these images are shots of traffic and bridges on the Hudson and East rivers, on the one
hand, and skyscrapers, on the other. Through the use of telephoto lenses and his bird's eye
view, Flaherty collapses spaces, creating canyons of concrete and iron and giving the city a
feeling of incredible density and power.

Unlike Manhatta, then, which ultimately attempts a visual symbiosis of city and country,
man and nature, Flaherty, the romantic chronicler of “primitive cultures” in Nanook of the North
(1922) and Moana (1926), here presents urban civilization as completely overpowering
and destructive of nature, as when a lone tree is seen against a backdrop of the concrete
jungle. The people of New York play no part in the film. Instead, as Flaherty himself noted, it
was “not a film of human beings, but of skyscrapers which they had erected, completely
dwarfing humanity itself."" The natural environment, then, has been replaced by an artificially
constructed, primordial environment. Only the film's final image, an extreme long shot of
Central Park, brings the film back to the first shots of the Dutch invaders and Native
Americans, reminding the audience of that great absence that informs the film—the
separation from the natural environment.

Much more celebratory of the city and also more humanistic in its view of city dwellers is
Jay Leyda's A Bronx Morning, a tribute to one of his favorite photographers, Eugene Atget. It
is a lyrical look at his Bronx neighborhood in the early morning hours before traffic and
pedestrians crowd the street 6

Animportant city portrait from the early 1930s was Irving Browning's City of Contrasts (1931).
Released commercially by Sol Lesser with a superficial “comic” narration to improve its box-
office potential, the film nevertheless merits recognition in terms of its cinematography
and sophisticated montage.%° Browning, a photographer by trade, visually juxtaposes images
both formally, contrasting light, shade, and form through extreme camera angles, and
semantically, contrasting various ethnic neighborhoods, skyscrapers, and city parks, the
wealthy at Riverside Drive and the shantytown at Hooverville on the Hudson.™ Its editing is
thus much more ambitious than its soundtrack, creating a “New Realist” montage of the city's
contradictions. The contradictory social forces and conditions visualized in the film are
_ﬁccepted as endemic to urban life. The unserious narration, added against the artist's
intentions, positions the subject as a tourist, appealing to a desire for the exotic without
forcing him or her to confront or analyze the juxtaposition of rich and poor, African-American
and European,

The critic, film historian, and cinema manager Herman Weinberg produced at least two
avant-garde films on the subject of the city, although the first, A City Symphony (1930),”" was
;E’;i:ef::vt;heoiftici 1;1[;) to provide footage for the second, Autumn Fire_( 1931 ]” f‘\ccording to
3 of::oumn 3 m waia r;:mance se‘rmm?egmaie, :_"nade ngt f(_)r public exhibition, but as a
Biterthroush thz oman. et el‘a married. T.he film sub|ectlvel'y‘p.ortraystw9 lovers who
B I separation gnul they are united at the‘end. UtH?zlng a Bussnan montage
ident‘}fyin » g intercuts contmua]!y betwfeen the two, juxtaposing their environments,
That womgan f:y%ung '\nfomar‘u sylinbollcally with natlure e_md the man with the city (New York).
g ol Iihl Znt!ﬁed Wl'th images of nature tm?!les a whole set of textual referents:
Waiting worng ”e each, gazing out her }.\rlndow a.t a field of flowers, she is inscribed as “the
i an, cons‘umefd by the emot.:onal de51.rt.a of.man, an object of the male gaze. This

ichotomy is bridged by the film’s reunification scene in a railroad station, which
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posits a form of narrative closure, cross-cutting images of nature (flowing water) with the
station,” Thus, the film mixes elements of the city film with a portrait of nature, expressing
a romantic longing for man'’s lost connection with the wilderness.

In the 1930s Lewis Jacobs also turned to documenting the city. While shooting footage for
the Film and Photo League and working in New York as a cutter for advertising films, Jacobs
began a project, As | Walk, which remained unfinished. It was to be a two-reel documentary
of a working-class section of New York, following the “general trend of independent films
to show the disgusting social conditions which exist in large and small cities."”* A fragment,
called Footnote to Fact (1934), was finished. A portrait of a young woman, it expressed in images
the thoughts and scenes flashing through her mind: documentary shots of street life in New
York. Jacobs' inter-cutting between shots of the woman and her subjective views of reality
accelerates until the film comes to a climax.” The film’s other three parts were to be called
Highway 66, Faces in the Street, and Night Between the Rivers. According to Jacobs, the whole was
to be post-synchronized, “using sound in a stream of consciousness technique, including
snatches of jazz, natural sounds, modern poetry and inner monologues.””” The articulation
of subjectivity was to become a lifelong preoccupation for Jacobs, as demonstrated by his later
film, Case History (1956).®

American avant-garde films about the city, then, always seem to be about man and nature
in the city. Such ambivalence toward urban spaces is nowhere as evident as in Willard Van
Dyke, Henwar Rodakiewicz, and Ralph Steiner's government-sponsored documentary,
The City (1939), possibly the last of the real “city films.” From the very beginning the film sets
up a country/city dichotomy, juxtaposing the opening “New England” sequence to the
following scenes of heavy industry.”™ The metropolis is seen here as overcrowded, noisy,
polluted, and unhealthy; images of smokestacks, traffic jams, and substandard industrial
housing predominate. Only in the latter half of the film is a new vision presented: a city
without a cityscape, a city in harmony with the environment, a city replicating a small-town
feeling, the urban jungle miraculously metamorphized into suburbs. The film advocates a
form of city planning where living spaces and work spaces are strictly divided, offering
residents of newly constructed, individual houses clean, green suburbs in which the nature
they crave and are denied in an urban environment is ever-present. Thus, while The City's
montage reproduces the formal aesthetics of earlier city films, its ideological position is
far from modernist.

Toward the end of the 1930s, Rudy Burkhardt, a Swiss-born photographer who would
become an important avant-garde figure in the 1950s and 1960s, made his first films with a
I6mm camera. Burkhardt's city films, however, are not marked by the same ambivalence
toward urbanism. Many in fact are conscious reworkings of the amateur travelogue, but
constructed with an eye for composition, and for the unexpected, the incongruous, the off-
beat. In 1936 Burkhardt shot 145 West 21, a little silent comedy about a domestic quarrel with
some of his artist friends as actors. That was followed by Seeing the World—Part One: A Visit to
New York (1937), a spoof on travelogues.

Burkhardt lived in New York City, and many of his early films were visual poems to that
particular urban landscape. In The Pursuit of Happiness (1940), his second film about the city, 50
Burkhardt’s camera focuses on crowds, showing their collective power through fast and slow
motion, analyzing their individuality through closeup still photographs of faces. In between
we see shops, advertisements, and buildings, but these seem to be mere obstacles for the
ever-moving crowds of pedestrians, that flow of humanity which had been so invisible in the
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avant-garde’s first city films. Possibly because Burkhardt was a European, there is much less
sense of nature’s absence in the city or feeling that subjectivity can only be expressed through
a reunification with the environment. Instead, like the European avant-garde, Burkhardt
seems comfortable in urban spaces far from nature.

Surprisingly, then, most American “city films” seem to lack the unequivocal celebration of
modernism and urbanism found in European “city films.” In Rien que les Heures (1925, Alberto
Cavalcanti), Berlin: The Symphony of a City (1926, Walter Ruttmann), and The Man with a
Movie Camera (1929, Dziga Vertov), to name a few of the best-known feature films in this
subgenre, the urban environment is celebrated for its excitement, speed, and modernity, with
few references to nature, beyond its role in leisure-time activities for Sunday picnickers. The
early American avant-garde, on the other hand, laments its separation from the country,
a mood nowhere more evident than in its lyrical documentaries of nature.

Lyrical Nature

If we theorize that many of the city films of the American avant-garde constructed a mixture
of modernist formal elements and romantic desires, then the avant-garde’s depiction of
nature seems to be a more direct expression of American romantic sensibilities. Certainly,
the documentation of the natural environment seems to be almost completely absent from
the European avant-garde, with its modernist fascination with speed, transportation, and
the urban environment. The only exceptions to this rule were the scientific films of Jan Mol
in Holland and Jean Painlevé in France, whose microscopic views of sea life coincided with
ideas about a new mechanical vision and were thus popular with avant-garde cinema clubs,
allowing their very empiricism to be co-opted by the modernist project.

What connected American avant-garde filmmakers to Romanticism, however, was their
interest not only in depicting nature, however abstracted, but, more importantly, in utilizing
nature as a visual metaphor for the expression of human (mostly male) subjectivity. Henwar
Rodakiewicz's supremely romantic Portrait of a Young Man (1932) indicates in its very title that
this nature film is a reflection of the filmmaker's inner consciousness. There is little interest
in documenting nature objectively; rather, it is the abstraction of nature that fascinates the
€ye, its formal play in an infinite variety of patterns of form, movement, light.

Ralph Steiner's H.O is a perfect case in point. This twelve-minute film of water, rain,
raindrops, pools, brooks, streams, rivers, and oceans moves from very concrete images of
Water in all its manifestations to extremely abstract images of the way water reflects and
refracts light 8 For Steiner it is in fact the ability of the camera to capture the play of light in
Water that becomes the film’s text. Steiner's Surf and Seaweed (1931) is a continuation of his
xploration of water and light, with its montage of closeup images of the ocean, low-angle
shots of waves crashing against the rocks, and extreme closeups of the swirling patterns of
Seaweed.

) Very similar in terms of its construction, but closer to the modernist pro-iect in terms of
its tf}ematic concerns, is Steiner's Mechanical Principles (1933). Like H,0 and Surf and Seaweed,
;ti::z:;r;:jes of rea}ity are iconic. In thi_s‘case moving engine parts create highly abstract
3 igns, their sense of composition heightened by movement. In the 1960s this
E:l'ledazf film would be called strucltu.ra]. but in the 1930s it was considered an attempt to find
stract beauty of nature, invisible to the human eye, but accessible to the camera lens.
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Mechanical Principles’s machine parts are imbued with a strong sense of the anthropomorphic,
romantic endeavor to reintegrate technology with the realm of nature.

Much the same can be said for Artkino’s Qil—A Symphony in Motion, which postulates an
even more radical synthesis of nature and technology by discovering the origins of the latter
in the former 82 The film utilizes a first-person monologue (intertitles), spoken by the oil
underground: “l am the pulse beat of green jungles stored in the ground beneath your farms.”
The monologue in intertitles continues throughout the film, as oil narrates its own rise to
power as the force behind technological development. The images, mostly held in heroic
high-angle shots with objects shot against the open sky, and strongly influenced by Soviet
aesthetics, begin with a pastoral landscape of farms, cows, and farmers, slowly giving way
(thankfully, since the soil is exhausted) to oil derricks. Yet these derricks are presented almost
as natural phenomena willed into existence by the narrating oil, since they, too, are
anthropomorphic, functioning with few exceptions independently of humans and sprouting
from the ground like the corn that preceded them. The final third of the film is a paean to
technology and the speed of modern transportation, as the filmmakers juxtapose antiquated
horse-drawn buggies to motor cars, trains, and planes. A closeup of a turning auto tire,
superimpositions in criss-cross patterns of fast-moving railroad cars, and high-angle shots
of the oil derrick silhouetted against the evening sky become metonymies for a functioning
technology in harmony with nature. With its optimistic view of technology and, by extension,
economic expansion, it is also very much an expression of male desire in the early twentieth
century.

Henwar Rodakiewicz's Portrait of a Young Man is, likewise, an intensely romantic film,
communicating a desire for union with nature. The young man of the title in fact never
appears in the film; instead, the film presents an abstract montage of the sea, clouds, smoke,
trees, and man-made machinery, mostly in closeup. The camera eye as an extension of the
filmmaker's body constructs male subjectivity. According to Rodakiewicz, the meaning of
the whole arises from the sum of its parts: “In creating a film of nature that represents the
cameraman’s individuality, the importance of selection cannot be overestimated.”® Divided
into three movements, the film's construction and rhythm are modeled on that of a symphony:
an adagio layered between two faster-paced sequences.

Another subjective view of the natural environment was presented in Slavko Vorkapich and
John Hoffman's Moods of the Sea (1942). Vorkapich was an early experimentalist who later made
periodic forays into avant-garde film practice (Millions of Us, 1935, being a case in point) after
establishing himself as a “montage specialist” in the Hollywood studios. Having collaborated
with Robert Florey on The Life and Death of 9413—A Hollywood Extra (1928), Vorkapich in the
1930s and 1940s created “montages” in countless films, collapsing space and time into a
matter of moments, thereby visually circumscribing the meteoric rise of a Broadway star, the
cross-country tour of a boxer, or the simple passage of the seasons.® While such sequences
soon degenerated from the experimental to the conventional, Vorkapich sought creative
expression in the production of his own shorts.

Moods of the Sea, a pictorial fantasy, utilizes Felix Mendelssohn’s Fingal's Cave as musical
accompaniment to images of the ocean *” Opening with a view from a cave onto the ocean, the
film orchestrates images of a powerful natural environment: giant waves breaking on the shore,
cliffs towering above the surf, a sea gull in elegant flight, clouds gathering above the ocean, a
sunset on the horizon, The images, true to Vorkapich's interest in montage, are cut precisely
to the music, each image sequence reaching a rhythmic crescendo with the melodies. The
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romanticism of Mendelssohn’s music contributes to the film's overall romantic quality, but it
is both the framed image from the cave entrance at the film’'s beginning and the constantly
moving camera that emphasize the subjective nature of the camera’s point of view. Thus
like Rodakiewicz's film, Moods of the Sea refers not so much to nature as to the human observers‘
experience of nature, the moods conjured up through a walk along the sea

Another film that seems to have existed between the commercial and the avant-garde
was John Hoffman's Prelude to Spring (1946). Like many of the films discussed above, Prelude to
spring hoped to “not speak with words. It talks with images relating an eternal yet ever new
story.”®" Presenting a series of shots of mountains, woods, and brooks, as the snow slowly
melts, spring arrives, and a storm comes and goes, Prelude's images are composed for their
formal beauty. Many of the shots tend toward the abstract, especially the images of flowing
water, an effect heightened by high-contrast printing. Unfortunately, the soundtrack’s clichéd
use of Sergei Prokofiev's Peter and the Wolf gives the film a literalness that its often striking
images contradict.

Reviewing the gamut of lyrical documentaries of nature, it seems evident that all of these
experiments are motivated by a romantic subjectivity that is particularly American in terms
of its aesthetics. The level of abstraction may vary, the correspondences established between
images and music may be more or less direct, but these films are romantic in mood and
seemingly far from the European modernist project.

Painting in Motion

The earliest known American experimental live-action and animated film, The Enchanted
City (1922) is, like Manhatta, informed by romantic and modernist discourses. Made by Warren
Newcombe,® the film treads an uneasy line between Hollywood kitsch and avant-garde
abstraction.®” Newcombe animates what are essentially a series of paintings, sandwiched
between live-action images of a couple sitting at the sea shore * The paintings are highly
artificial, seemingly closer to Maxfield Parrish than to modern art. On the other hand,
New_combe‘s monumentalized spaces, devoid of human life, evidence a primacy of the
archltlectural over the human form, recalling the metaphysical paintings of Giorgio de Chirico.

In its narrative of a quest down a river through an enchanted city, the film inscribes a male
Spectgtor looking at woman; it is a journey through dreams, through man’s anxieties and
fears in reference to female lack, as theorized by Freud. One of the earliest images of stairs,
:;ct:nwae;.aar:jd a wloman's face set_s the t?ne by referencing Freud's conception of the phallic
numerouz trnhan_s fear oflcastratlon. This fear of castration is almost obsessively reworked in
- (:_ IE:r_ima'gesh, in sh_ots of phalluses, and in the way views are restricted to a tunnel-
I'netaphorlf(;: mlnétljn?g inthe amagr.e ofthe voyager being engulfed in a giant waterfall, Freud's
3 inanonahtm?n sh isappeara‘nce |nlto the gaping blalck hole of the womb. There is ultimately
| ytot : se.:quencmg of images, a narrative that does not so much resolve itself
. Ofa mdetap Ysu:al halt, a formal deus ex machina dissolving the image of destruction
B .;e empt'lon. Thus, Tﬁe Encfmnted City too straddles romantic and modernist
i mi s’na.rratt_ve of romantic desire fraught with male Angst and unresolved conflicts,

m's final images of nature cannot contain.

e ;rancrs Bruguiere, who had collaborated on Danse Macabre, had by the late 1920s wandered

urope, where he produced an abstract film, Light Rhythms (1930), in collaboration with Close
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Up editor Oswell Blakeston. In the film, Bruguiere and Blakeston animated static forms solely
through the manipulation of light.”’ Running eight minutes, the film presents a highly abstract
meditation on the power of light to change perceptions of form. In this sense, the film can be
compared to Lazlé Moholy-Nagy's Lichtspiel—Schwarz Weiss Grau (1930), except that in the
latter film, light is bounced off a moving object, whereas in this film the objects themselves
never move.”

According to her own statements, Mary Ellen Bute began experimenting with abstract
animated designs in order to visualize music. Like Oskar Fischinger in Germany, Bute was
convinced of the formal possibilities of putting abstract forms to music. She joined forces with
ayoung industrial film cameraman, Theodore Nemeth, to produce a whole series of abstract
animated films. Through high-contrast lighting, color, and multiple exposures, Bute produced
an effective method of creating animation in the third dimension, the length of the individual
shots and their internal movement worked out with mathematical precision to visualize the
accompanying music.”?

Another pioneer of abstract animation was Francis Lee, who began his experimental work
in 1939.% His 1941 is an emotionally powerful rendering of the Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor, presented in completely abstract form as an animated action painting:*® an egg is
smashed, red color dissolves over a globe floating in blue paint. Broken electric light bulbs
litter the phantasmagoric landscape. Lee painted directly on glass, shooting from underneath
to a light source above, giving the film's color a strong vibrancy, which is heightened by the
extreme saturation of the colors, an effect made possible through Lee’s use of the then-new
16mm Kodachrome film stock. As the film progresses, the primary colors of the first images
give way to grays, blacks, and browns, as the world is metaphorically turned into a desolate,
ashen battlefield.

While this description may seem to give the film a narrative dimension, it must be
underscored that all of Lee's early films are essentially abstract, their effect based on the
emotional quality of their color and shape rather than any anthropomorphic reality. This also
holds true for Le Bijou (1946) in which diamonds, red, blue, and gold crystals, and disks seem
to move through a barren landscape. The three-dimensional quality of the objects

nevertheless increases their anthropomorphic quality, creating an unspoken narrative of pure

cinema. Idyll (1948) presents a phantasmagoric underwater landscape, using water and oil
colors on glass, as in 1941. Here nature seems to be abstracted, reducing animal and vegetable
life to its spiritual essence, where color rather than shape predominates. The vibrant,
saturated colors of Le Bijou give way in ldyll to more pastel hues like chalk colors, the whole
underscored by romantic music.

Douglass Crockwell began his experiments at approximately the same time as Lee, and
both indeed enjoyed a degree of favor with the second American avant-garde.” In 1938 and
1939 Crockwell. who was a well-known and highly paid commercial illustrator for the Saturday

Evening Post, produced his first animated films. Working with paint on glass, Crockwell created
a series of short animated abstractions, which he later compiled into what he called The

Glens Falls Sequence (1946).°7

Dwinell Grant began making abstract films in 1940, shortly after Lee and Crockwell.*® His
first film, Composition 1 (Themis) (1940), used wood, glass, and paper forms animated with a
stop-motion camera, The lines, circles, and squares vary in their shape and movement, as well
as in their color, which is limited to primary colors. In many respects this work resembles

a constructivist painting in motion—Mondrian on the move. Yet, while the film gives a sense.
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of objects in motion (time), they do not seem to move through anything but a two-
dimensional space, and thus lack the kinetic force of other abstract animation.

In Composition 2 (Contrathemis) (1941), Grant increases the sense of movement, utilizing
pulsating lines that move in circular patterns and seem to breathe as they grow thick or thin.*
I his next two films, Composition 3 (1942) and Composition 4 (1945), Grant began moving into
an exploration of three-dimensional space. In Composition 3 this was accomplished by using
three-dimensional media—clay, wooden objects, and such. In Composition 4 the third
dimension was actually created by developing a 3-D film, which used a beam-splitter and
was viewed through polaroid glasses.'®

It seems no accident that a number of the avant-garde filmmakers discussed here were
Jater accepted into the pantheon of the second American avant-garde. Except for Newcombe
and Bute, both of whom seemed to be tainted by commercialism, the work of these abstract
animators could be subsumed under the aesthetics of Abstract Expressionism, while they
simultaneously functioned as legitimate heirs to the European modernist traditions
established by Hans Richter and others. For the producers of dance films, on the other hand,
such a European modernist tradition was lacking.

Terpsichore on Film

One of America’s earliest avant-garde films is Danse Macabre. Made in 1922, it was a collab-
oration between Francis Bruguiére, film director Dudley Murphy,'®" and the dancer Adolph
Bolm. While at first glance Danse Macabre seems to be a simple recording of a ballet set to
Saint-Saéns' music, the use of animation in its first scene and of multiple exposures
to visualize death's threatening presence bespeak its experimental intentions, At the same
time, its final romantic image of love conquering death once again reflects male subjectivity.

Another American avant-garde filmmaker in Europe was Stella Simon. A photographer,
Simon had studied with Clarence White in New York in the mid-1920s but, as a woman, was
unable to receive any training in motion picture photography. She thus resolved to move to
Berlin, where she entered the Technische Hochschule in 1926.'°2 There she shot Héiinde/Hands,
subtitled “the life and loves of the gentler sex.”!%* Unlike Viktor Albrecht Blum’s avant-garde
documentary of 1928, which shows hands at work, Simon's film is a narrative of hands, dancing
through expressionist-influenced miniature sets.'® The film was successfully presented in
Europe and in the United States, although its earnings were never enough to allow Simon to
make another film, '

The film opens with hands waving in front of black velvet, the implication being that
these hands and arms will be synecdoches for whole bodies.'" In the highly abstracted scenes
that follow, the viewer sees the mating of male and female, a “coquette” enticing a group
22;‘2;::';. a Wi;?. pan}f. an attempted suicid’e through drowning, and a final reconciliation and
e ::non s} 1fe—n‘1 short'. astory of a ménage a Irﬁjis. Utilizing abstract sets, which have been
by numerojonst_ructmst triangles, squares,_ang circles, the film’s spaces are further limited
. Bmzst:ivlanously shaped masks. The‘him s abstract quality is further strengthened by

n's abstract twelve-tone music.
. t:zt(.ifatl the same time, the ﬁ_lm prgsents a ‘melodrama” of female subjectivity and angst. It
T ma of a woman who 1slafra|d‘to lose her mate to another, more desirable woman,
eélodrama of a woman who is continually playing out masochistic fantasies of defeat and
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self-mutilation, ever fearful that she is no longer the object of man’s desire. The film’s narrative
closure, reproducing in its ballet of reunification a Hollywood ending, inscribes woman'’s
desire for sexual harmony, and is indicative of Simon's romantic American approach.

While Hands can only be classified as a dance film in the widest sense, Underground Printer
(1934) seems to have been more of a collaboration between filmmakers and dancers, although
with a strong political intent. The film was directed by the photographer Thomas Bouchard
in conjunction with the dancer/choreographer John Bovington, while Lewis Jacobs was
responsible for photography and editing. Bouchard, who was best known for his photographic
portraits of theater personalities, probably brought Jacobs and Bovington together. Bovington
appeared in a solo dance in the film, while Jacobs took

the grotesque movements and broke them up into their essences—mounting his
sound and image with percussion shocks, throwing into startling relief the gyrations of
the dancer as he spins and whirls as Goebbels, explodes as Goering, and exults as the
Communist underground printer preparing his anti-Nazi leaflets.'"”

According to an ancient distribution catalogue, this was to be interpreted as “an artistic attack
on the type of machine made thinking which produced the Nazi menace in Europe.”'"

Another early avant-garde filmmaker to attempt the motion picture visualization of dance
was Sara Arledge. Like so many filmmakers in this period, Arledge had gone to art school and
worked as a painter before beginning her film experiments. In 1936 she bought a 16mm Cine-
Kodak Special, taught her husband how to use it, and began experimenting with multiple
exposures, negative and positive images, fish-eye lenses, and colored filters.'™ Her first film,
Introspection, was begun in 1941 but not completed until 1946.''" It consisted of a series of
multiple exposures of male dancers: their heads, legs, arms, moving in layered images.'"" In
one sequence a body is wrapped in rags, much like a mummy, the body moving in a slow,
dreamlike manner around its own axis. These images are intercut with negative images of
hands reaching out and red-tinted images of a faceless body exercising. The repetition of
movements, forms, and visual motifs makes the film almost structuralist in its concern with
the cinema’s formal applications. Unfortunately, as was often the case with avant-garde
filmmakers, this beautifully conceived and mystical film was to remain Arledge’s only
completed film. A second film, Phantasmagoria (1946), shot on 16mm Kodachrome and
“presenting some of the manifold possibilities of the motion picture as a medium for the
dance,” was apparently never completed.''?

Ironically, none of these early dance films, except for the work of Sara Arledge, entered the
canon of the second American avant-garde, even though the dance tradition would continue
to have its supporters in the coming years, with many dancers (Maya Deren, Shirley Clarke,
Kathy Rose) becoming avant-garde filmmakers. Again one might hypothesize that it was
the lyrical and romantic elements in these earlier films that made them less fashionable. The
same can be said for the experimental narratives produced by the first American avant-garde.

Short Stories

Not all painters experimenting with avant-garde film made abstract animations, One painter
at the edge of Hollywood, both geographically and spiritually, was Boris Deutsch, who in
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1025 directed a one-reel experimental narrative film, Lullaby.''? Shot in 35mm, Lullaby was
apparently produced with the participation of the Russian exile community in Los Angeles,
including Deutsch's wife, Riva, in the female lead, and the actor Michael Visaroff.!!* Opening
on a painted miniature scene of Russian Orthodox church steeples, composed diagonally,
almost abstractly, the film cuts to the sitting room of a Russian Kulak and family, drinking
and eating happily. In a corner a (Jewish?) maid is rocking the baby of the family. The peasant
parriarch mercilessly mistreats the maid, who, as a result, suffers from horrible dreams,
including one in which she kills the child. After a brutal beating, the maid flees into the night.
In the last image she is happily lying in the arms of an accordion player who had earlier shown
her a moment of kindness.

This highly elliptical narrative, shot in two scenes on a very minimal set, is articulated
without resorting to any intertitles, while its flashes of interior vision situate the film in the
realm of the experimental. These very short shots consist of some of Deutsch's abstract
paintings, which spin around their own central axis, denoting the subjective state of the female
protagonist. In another scene, reminiscent of Caligari, Deutsch's high-contrast paintings of
masks dissolve in and out in a subjective vision of paranoia. In fact, the power of the visions,
and their stark abstraction and horrific anguish contrasted with the relative realism of the rest
of the film, create a narrative excess that the film's final image of tranquility cannot contain.

One of the most important avant-garde filmmakers to come directly out of the Hollywood
film industry was Robert Florey. In 1927 he produced The Life and Death of 9413—A Hollywood
Extra with Slavko Vorkapich. While simultaneously continuing to work on Hollywood film
productions, Florey went on to produce The Love of Zero (1928) together with William Cameron
Menzies, Johann the Coffin Maker (1928), and a city film, Skyscraper Symphony (1929).''® The first
two films in particular featured expressionistic sets (made almost exclusively in miniature and
photographed with live actors through mirrors) and an elliptical narrative.

In 1928 Dr. James Sibley Watson, |r., collaborated with Melville Webber on The Eall of the
House of Usher, possibly one of the most highly regarded amateur film productions of its day:
the chairman of the National Board of Review considered the film to be “the most outstanding
contribution to motion pictures as an art form since Caligari.”'¢

Watson's second avant-garde film, It Never Happened/Tomatoes Another Day (1930), is an
unigue example of dadaist aesthetics in early sound cinema: a minimalist and virtually
e?fpressionless acting style on a claustrophobic set characterizes the melodramatic love
m_aﬂgle. Although it seems extremely modern to today’s eye, Watson considered the film a
failure and suppressed its existence; it was recently discovered in the nitrate holdings of his
estate. 17

Another collaboration with Melville Webber, Lot in Sodom, was also shot in Watson'’s Prince
Street studio, using a homemade optical printer.''® It premiered at the Little Carnegie Theatre
?Qéi::;:ﬂﬁ?,f:;; aaI:;g];:;h Josef Be.me'_s Dawn to Dawn, and continued to play in theaFers

s, becoming in the process probably the most commercially
Successful avant-garde film of the era.
b ti(igggﬁ;l:n fpge:raf the inspiration for three major avant-garde works in‘ 1928 “The Fall
o o"Ths -?rn\yraT adapte”d by both .Warson and the French experimentalist Jean
. na.m e “The Te i a. e Heart” was the literary source for an avant-garde short of the
e. Charles Klein's The Tell-Tale Heart was another very low budget off-Hollywood
Production reprising German Expressionist cinema. It is considered one of the most
Successful art films of the period.'!?
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The film opens with a closeup of a pair of eyes superimposed overa handwritten text from
Poe's opening paragraph. The film relates an insane young man’s killing of an old man, and
his eventual mental breakdown and confession to a pair of detectives questioning him. Two
particularly interesting devices are the use of words burned into the image (similar to Caligari),
and the intercutting of single-frame images flashing back to the murder to illustrate the
subjective state of the protagonist. Another expressionist device is the extremely distorted
closeup of the killer, as seen through a magnifying glass by the detectives, hoping to discover
“guilt in his eyes.” It is in fact the closeup of the old man’s eyes and the superimposition of
an image of a beating hammer that become visual tropes for Poe’s literary device of the
victim's beating heart.

Another experimental narrative, produced by the Cinema Crafters of Philadelphia,
Lewis Jacobs, Jo Gerson, and Louis Hirshman, was Mobile Composition No. 1 (1928), a film that
apparently has not survived. Jacobs describes it as a story about a love affair in which

significant details, contrast lighting, double exposures, and large close-ups depicted
the growing strain of disturbed emotions. In one of the scenes, in which the boy and girl
were dancing together, the camera assumed a subjective viewpoint and showed the
spinning walls and moving objects of the studio as seen by the boy, emphasizing a
specific statuette to suggest the boy's inner disturbance.'*

Gerson and Hirshman, who were both trained as painters,'?! apparently had a falling out
with Jacobs over the conception of their film, because they decided to remake Mobile '
Composition without actors, calling it The Story of a Nobody (1930). In the film they attempted to
recreate the subjective views of the two lovers, defining them metaphorically through objects,
rather than actions. Utilizing a symphonic structure, the film consisted of numerous closeups,
which were edited together through dissolves, laps, and quick cutting, depending on the |
rhythm of the scene.'*? Thus, as in Portrait of a Young Man, the camera’s gaze becomes its own
text, a direct articulation of the filmmaker's male subjectivity.

Charles Vidor's The Bridge was an adaptation of Ambrose Bierce's short story “An
Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge.” Vidor's film uses a flash-forward technique to visualize the
escape fantasy of a World War | Austrian deserter condemned to hang, which metamorphoses
into a “life-before-one’s-eyes” construction, similar to Fejos' Last Moment. Making use of real
locations and nonprofessional actors without makeup, the film's quick cutting style, a:
montage of fantasy and grim reality, effectively created a mixture of objectivity and inner
subjectivity, stretching a few moments into a one-reel film.'**

Adapted by Seymour Stern,'** Josef Berne’s Dawn to Dawn (1933), at thirty-five minutes in
length, was thought to be an “arty” featurette. It told the story of a young farm girl who comes:
into conflict with her authoritarian father over a young drifter, leading to the father's death’
of a stroke after the young man leaves. Presented in only a few scenes with a cast of unknowns.
without makeup, and virtually silent except for a musical score, the film's strength lay in its
lyrical realism, its pastoral scenes on a real farm, which did not suppress the harsh reality of
American agriculture before the age of electricity and machinery, and its explicit seduction
scene. The film's central narrative conceit, the fear of strangers in a rural environment, struck
a chord in the American psyche while almost self-consciously developing a lyrical realist

aesthetic that nevertheless incorporated flashes of Expressionism. Eric Knight called the film
“one of the most remarkable attempts at independent cinematography in America ">
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Finally, the Hollywood stills photographer Roman Freulich directed a first short, Prisoner
which is apparently lost, although a complete script survives, 26 Prisoner opened at the Fi[marte:
in Hol!ywood in July 1934, and was shown successfully in various little theaters, including
Baltimore’s.'?” Taking its cue from the last scene of Erich von Stroheim’s Greed, the film
concerns a prisoner (played by George Sari), lost in the desert and chained to a sheriff (Jack
Rockwell). He dreams of escape as his captor sleeps, then awakes to find him dead making
freedom possible, although it is clear that the desert will not allow him to escape aI{ve. Shot
in an expressionistic style, with subjective images preventing any differentiation between
dream and reality, Herman Weinberg rhapsodized about the film: “The world cinema at large
can only justify itself to historians when it will give imaginative young men like Freulich a
chance to put their theories into practice and, perhaps, help their bit to found an authentic
film language."!%

A remarkable one-reel short, Broken Earth, was Freulich’s second experimental short
narrative. The producer was Edward Spitz, who had produced Fejos' The Last Moment and who
now planned a whole series of shorts on “Negro life” with Freulich and the African-American
actor Clarence Muse.'*® Broken Earth related the story of a black sharecropper whose son
miraculously recovers from a fever through the father's fervent prayer. Shot on a farm in the
South with nonprofessional actors (except for Clarence Muse), the film's early scenes focused
in a highly realistic manner on the incredible hardship of black farmers, with plowing scenes
as powerful as those in Dawn to Dawn. The latter half demonstrated the centrality of the
religious experience for a rural African-American population.'®

It seems to be no coincidence that the experimental narratives discussed here not only
attempted to expand aesthetically beyond the narrow confines of Hollywood classical
narrative, but were also produced by amateurs or film technicians at the fringes of the film
industry who were European-born or educated. Ironically, in the cases of Deutsch, Florey
Klein, Vidor, Berne, and Freulich, their European background and extremely low budgetsl
Iconspired against what was probably their primary goal—breaking into the commercial film
industry—and led them inadvertently to produce experimental narratives that would be
valorized in the “art cinema” market. At the same time, these films, like those of the Europhile
lames Sibley Watson, are not simply copies of European art films. Their thematic concerns
emf-T for the most part American, their stylistic sensibilities a mixture of sophistication and
naiveté, their aesthetics against the grain of Hollywood narrative. In contrast to these serious
narratives, the first American avant-garde also developed a more satirical form of narrative.

Parodies as Avant-garde Critique

While the American avant-garde film of the 1920s seemed to focus more on abstract and
formalist experimentation, moving from the modernist vision of Strand and Sheeler's Manhatta
_t@ the new realist abstraction of Steiner's H,0, and from Newcombe's animated dreamscapes
?n The Enchanted City to Florey's expressionist The Love of Zero, the 1930s avant-garde seemed
;?rfeeneral, to gravitate toward metaphor and parody, possibly a sign of increasingly difﬁcultr
S.

In contrast to the earnest metaphors of Watson, Webber, and others, parody was the
D_referred genre of Theodore Huff, another prominent ACL member. who in the early 1930s
directed 16mm spoofs of Hollywood genre films. His first two productions, Hearts of the West
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(1931) and Little Geezer (1932), starred children, giving the films an ambiguous sexuality and
implicating the subject in the director’s slightly perverse gaze, although ostensibly both films
merely imitated the conventions, stereotypical characters, and naive plots of silent film.

Mr. Motorboat’s Last Stand (1933), Theodore Huff and John Flory's 16mm silent Depression
comedy, is a much less self-conscious work, an ironic comment on America’s inability to deal
with the economic catastrophe of the 1930s. Mr. Motorboat is, in fact, a humorous allegory on
America’s economic rise and fall, employing visual metaphor in the manner of medieval
morality plays. Images communicate their meaning quite literally, like the bursting bubble
that refers to the “exploding prosperity bubble” of the 1920s. After working as a film curator
at the Museum of Modern Art, Huff returned to filmmaking in the late 1940s to produce, in
collaboration with Kent Munson, The Stone Children (1948) and The Uncomfortable Man (1948)."%!

The photographer Ralph Steiner, who had made abstract avant-garde films in the late
1920s. contributed his own parody of American economic life with Panther Woman of the Needle
Trades, or The Lovely Life of Little Lisa (1931), made in collaboration with John Flory.'*? The film
opens with Jehovah creating the world out of a test tube and proceeds to present a short
history of the universe. The birth of Elizabeth Hawes (1903) introduces the real-life heroine,
whose career from child seamstress to Parisian designer of faute couture, via a Vassar education,
is recounted.'** Reminiscent of Robert Florey's Life and Death of 9413—A Hollywood Extra in
terms of its art direction and elliptical narrative style, Panther Woman is a parody of the all-
American success story, a young woman's fantasy of a glamorous career in an age of
diminishing possibilities. Steiner also collaborated on Pie in the Sky with Elia Kazan, Irving

Lerner, and Molly Day Thatcher.

While most avant-garde films discussed in this section are parodies of mainstream
commercial cinema, two films can be seen as parodies of the avant-garde itself. William
Vance's Hearts of the Age (1934) was, according to Orson Welles, a parody of Blood of a Poet.'*
Vance shot the film on 16mm reversal, after completing a parody of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in
1932, The film opens with a positive and negative image of a bell ringingina bell-tower. There
follows a series of visual non-sequiturs: an old woman ringing a bell, an angel carrying a
globe, Death stalking corridors, a Keystone-like cop, a hanged man, a hand beckoning from
the grave. Like earlier avant-garde films, Hearls of the Age privileges obtuse camera angles,
expressionist lighting, and narrative ellipses, utilizing these avant-garde techniques both
seriously and with tongue in cheek.'”’

Near the end of the 1930s, Roger Barlow, Harry Hay, and LeRoy Robbins produced their
own parody of the avant-garde, Even As You and 1. The film was shot for the most part in
Robbins’ home, using leftover film scrounged from the film studios.!*® The three filmmakers
began the project after Liberty magazine announced a short film contest sponsored by MGM's
“Pete Smith Specialties” series. The contest in fact became the frame for the film's narrative.'*’
Playfully ironic, almost dadaist in construction, the film narrated the attempts of three
unemployed young men to make a film for an amateur film contest. After rejecting numerous.
“boy meets girl” script ideas, the three discover an article on surrealism and proceed to.
construct a script randomly out of paper scraps. The film within a film is an anarchistic
montage of images, which acknowledges its debt to surrealism, Eugene Atget, Donald Duck,
Luis Bufiuel's Un Chien Andalou, Hans Richter's Ghosts Before Breakfast, Sergei Eisenstein’s:
Potemkin, René Clair's Entracte, and Leni Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will. 1t ends with the
three would-be film artists realizing they have missed the deadline for the contest, and then
attempting to invent a useful gadget for another competition. Shot silent, the film was
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performed with selections from George Gershwin's An American in Paris and, in the second
half, Sergei Prokofiev's Love of Three Oranges.'*® Almost postmodern in its use of quotation
Even As You and | comments on the pressure of originality when a canon of avant-garde works'
has already been established, and to the difficulty of becoming a filmmaker and surviving
economically in a Depression economy.

As is not surprising in a worldwide Depression, most of these satires have a political
dimension, an implicit or explicit critique of social relations in American society and the
inability of the economy to meet even the most basic needs. Like their spiritual predecessor
Entracte, they also question the role of the artist and the intellectual in a society geared towarci
profit. Unlike European models, though, they are willing to use metaphor overtly, almost
naively, in the interest of social critique, their signifiers unambiguously literal. For the
surrealist wing of the early American avant-garde, on the other hand, ambiguity is a virtue.

The Symbolic and the Surrealist

Best known as a painter and sculptor, Joseph Cornell produced his first film, Rose Hobart, in
1936.""? A nineteen-minute (at silent speed) re-editing of images from Universal Picturles'
fiction feature East of Borneo (1931), with a few snippets from scientific instructional films
thrown in, Cornell's film, like his famous collage boxes, is essentially a creation out of objets
trouvés. Completely eliminating any semblance of plot and dialogue, Cornell’'s montage of the
ostensible heroine, hero, and villain has them moving in slow motion through empty rooms,
caressing curtains, reacting to unseen events, never meeting. Their looks lead nowhere, their
erotic desires careen into a void, while the audience is left with a mystery, as the film’s purple-
tinted eroticism masks unfulfilled desire. In keeping with the surrealist creed, Cornell subverts
not only the standard conventions of Hollywood filmmaking, but also viewer identification
draining the gaze of meaning. |
lerome Hill,"® later known for his film animation, began his career in the late 1920s
}vhen he purchased a 16mm Cine-Kodak Special to shoot The Fortune Teller (1932)'*' in a villagel
in southern France. True to the title, the film has mystical overtones, its narrative constructed
from seemingly unconnected images: a young woman hanging wash, a walk in the surf, a
cor?sultation with a gypsy fortune teller, a man rising up out of the sea. Apart from their pi'c—
tn_ana] beauty, the film's images seem to hold some primordial meaning connected to fertility
fites, to mystical love and romantic fate, yet they remain ambiguous, like the old gypsy's
fertune as visualized in the cards. The film’s visual text thus constructs romantically imbued
riddles that remain unsolved, the stuff of dreams.
grags:ge:g ;\Aerion_ Pennsy!vania, in 1905, the painter and avant-garde filmmaker Emlen Etting
L rf;n St. George's School and Harva'rd 1 1928), then moved to Paris to study painting
. ﬁ;:e, He retu.rned_to Pennsylyam_a in 1932, where he started teaching art at the
L of Temple University and rnakmg films, including Oramunde (1933), Poem 8 (1933),
t.lureate (1940), the last a Kodachrome film in collaboration with his wife, Gloria.
wsiﬁl::dall.s;o a sometim.e p?et_and transllato‘r of verse by Paul Valery, Etting combined his
e iterary senses in hlS‘fIIITIS. creating film poems "wherein the picture, their sequence
S poemopmeyt are used as in a poem as opposed to the customary story form. . . . In the
o ; muswt:l therdance. the.t theater and the artist will all work together.”'*> Accompanied
¥ Alexander Scriabin’s Poem of Fire and Gustav Holst's Saturn cycle, Oramunde presents (mostly
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in operatic long shots) a mythological Melissande dancing/walking through woods and ocean
grottos, searching for her dead lover, Pelleas, and the lost wedding ring of her king and
husband, eventually crossing the river Styxina rowboat with a black-hooded man. Poem 8 uses
a moving, reeling “subjective camera” to signify a male gaze, erotically enticed by several
women. The viewer ultimately participates in the murder of a seductress before fleeing
through city streets.'** Laureate demonstrates the hand of the painter in its spectacular use
of still-lifes and complementary colors, as it metaphorically visualizes a writer's struggle to
create poetry by having him (Etting himself) chase and confront various muses (played in
classical Greek garb by Gloria Etting and friends of the couple) before receiving his laurels.

Christopher Baughman Young, the son of the landscape artist Charles Morris Young, made
his first avant-garde film, Object Lesson, in 1941. An avid skier, explorer, and mountain climber,
Young was apparently wealthy enough, like Jerome Hill, to finance the film himself. Billing it
as “America’s first surrealist film,” he took over his own distribution after having "most
unsatisfactory” dealings with a business partner.'*

Shot in 35mm, Object Lesson begins with the statement: “Let us consider objects. For they
tell the story of life. There is nothing without meaning—and the combination of things
make new meanings that are too complicated to explain.” The film itself opens with a series
of natural landscapes in which there appear various objects: the heads and masks of Greek
statues. swords, shields, violins, tennis rackets. These objects have been strewn about, out
of place in the lush vegetation, creating a surrealist image of incongruence: nature and the
detritus of man. In the next sequence, Young presents documentary images of the Empire
State Building, hydroelectric plants, and garbage. followed by a metaphorical rendering of war.
There is no dialogue or commentary, just an array of musical excerpts, including liturgical
music, industrial sounds, Eastern European folksongs, and electronic music.

Virtually all the images are static and extremely well composed, like photographs. This lack
of motion or action heightens the film’s surrealistic aspect, allowing the viewer to contemplate
both the incongruence of the moment and the juxtaposition of images in a syntactical
construction. According to Young, “the objects must first be looked at as objects before they
can be thought of as symbols,” allowing viewers “to imagine their own story.”'*> The filmmaker
interprets the film's ending, where statues and objects “just have a good time being
themselves and not representing anything,” as a state where destruction and war have given
way to objects and nature without meaning. Thus, Young wants to have the film read two ways:
as a surrealist construct (sans raison), and as a metaphorical and poetic vision. His film also
stresses the conflict between man and nature, articulating ultimately its belief in nature asa
dominant and abiding force.

Lacking any kind of narrative cohesion, these seemingly diverse films nevertheless are
evidence of authorial voices that foreground the subijectivity of the artist. There seems to be
in the works of Hill, Etting, and Young a romantic urge to understand the mysteries of nature,
and possibly to escape into a universe in which a natural order once again holds sway. In such-
a2 world the role of the artist is productively defined, his creation not a throwaway object of
civilization, as in Object Lesson. Even Cornell’s conscious deconstruction of narrative in the

interest of subverting classical modes of address creates a new narrative out of the void,
one in which the artist is central. The subtext in all of these surrealist films is avant-garde.
practice itself.
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listed in the print. A 16mm print is stored at GEH. The film can be purchased from Murray
Glass Films, Los Angeles, Calif.

115 A still from Skyscraper Symphony was reproduced in Theatre Arts Monthly 13, no. 9 (September
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120 Lewis Jacobs, The Rise of the American Film, 2d ed. (New York: Teachers College Press, 1968),

p. 555.

f]erson studied art at the University of Pennsylvania in the late 1920s and became an

mftructorthere for a few years. He later worked as a puppeteer with his wife, Mary Gerson.
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title, The Spy. See Moritz, “Visual Music and Film-As-An-Art,” p. 10. A negative without
the original soundtrack has been preserved at GEH.

124 Seymour Stern, who later made a “career” out of writing about D. W. Griffith, was not only:
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Hollywood as a script doctor and second-unit director at Universal. Between 1932 and.
1936, Stern worked at MGM. He directed the documentary Imperial Valley in 1932. See Ira
H. Gallen, “Notes on a Film Historian: Seymour Stern,” manuscript (1979), Stern file,
MOMA, p. 2.

125 Quoted in Audio-Brandon Film Catalogue (1971), p. 444. This film, like Lot in Sodom and The
Spy, was distributed by Brandon from the 1930s through the 1970s.

126 In the mid-1920s Freulich had joined his brother Jack Freulich as a stills photographer
at Universal and remained there until 1944, when he became head of the stills
department at Republic. See Judith Freulich Caditz, “Roman Freulich—Hollywood's
Golden Age Portraitist,” The Rangefinder (July 1991): 46. Thanks to Ms. Caditz for makinga
copy of the script for Prisoner available to me.
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128 Herman Weinberg, “The Prisoner,” Film Art 2, no. 5 (Winter 1934): 39.
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Weinberg Interviews Roman Freulich,” Film Art 3, no. 8 (Summer 1936): 41.

130 The film is not mentioned by any of the standard histories of black film, and is misdated
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Shepard, and F. Day Tuttle. 16mm print at MOMA.
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York: Methuen, 1985), p. 39.

134 Quoted in Joseph McBride, Welles (New York: Viking Press, 1972), p. 26.
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Even As You and | failed to win any prizes, although it was shown at the Los Angeles
carpenters’ Local Hall, along with Paul Strand'’s Redes, and screened by Fred Zinnemann
for MGM executives. Interview with F. Robbins and H. Hay, 23 May 1991.

y Letter, Harry Hay to Frank Stauffacher, 16 September 1949, “Art in Cinema” files, PFA,
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Film Culture 32 (Spring 1964): 31-32.
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Filmmakers’ Coop.
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being preserved. For further biographical details, see obituary, Philadelphia Inquirer, 18
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1949, “Art in Cinema" files, PFA.

See letter, Rosland Kossoff to Frank Stauffacher, 13 August 1949, See also letter,
Christopher Young to Frank Stauffacher, 28 July 1949, "Art in Cinema" files, PFA. The film
was screened in the series in 1950, won a prize for best avant-garde film at the Venice
Film Festival that same year, and was eventually added to Cinema 16’s distribution
catalogue. See obituary, Christopher B. Young, Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, 2 December
1975, Young file, MOMA.

"Object Lesson—A Motion Picture by Christopher Young,” unpublished program notes to
be read before (part 1) and after (part 2) the screening, “Art in Cinema” files, PFA.
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