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FILM IN THE
HOUSE OF THE WORD

N 1928, Sergei Eisenstein published a brief manifesto on film

sound that has met with no direct critique or reply in more than
half a century. In his statement, written within an euphoric moment
of convergence between theory and practice that gave us October
and The General Line, and suggested to him the grand project of an
‘intellectual montage,” Eisenstein began an effort that precipitated in
a group of empty centers and their satellite notes and essays: the
hypothetical cinematic ‘realizations’ of three written texts ... An
American Tragedy, Ulysses, and Capital. Eisenstein himself, under
the extreme pressures of the Stalinist ‘restoration,’ largely aban-
doned his research into intellectual montage for extended medita-
tions on synaesthesia, the microstructure of the frame, and the
architectonics of film narrative, in a resurrection of the quest for a
fusion of the arts; the man who directed a production of The Valkyrie
in Moscow must have seen, in the musical drama of Wagner, a
prefiguration of some of film’s boldest ambitions. These ambitions
still obtain; that research, advanced by Vertov, has never entirely
languished.



82 CIRCLES OF CONFUSION

“The dream of a sound film has come true.... The whole world is
talking about the silent thing that has learned to talk.” Eisenstein
awakened to the factualization of desire with surprised ambiva-
lence, as if discovering the Silent Thing to have been carved by Pyg-
malion — for film, perennially associated with music, had never been
generically silent. It had been mute, once an apprentice mime in a
precinematic (and prelinguistic) theater, now a journeyman aspiring
to an intricate mimesis of thought, to whose construction a sound-
on-film technology was as vital as cinematography itself.

[t was not simply sound, then, that threatened to destroy all the
‘present formal achievements’ of montage, but the dubious gift of
speech, the Prime Instance of language, the linear decoding of the
terrain of thought into a stream of utterance. Thus film, from its first
word, was to be perceived in a double posture of defilement and
fulfillment, and Eisenstein found himself present at a rite of passage;
the end of the edenic childhood of montage was accompanied by a
wistful vision of ‘fading virginity and purity.’

The syndrome of logophobia has been pandemic throughout re-
cent practice in the visual arts. “How many colors are there in a field
of grass,” Stan Brakhage asks in Metaphors on Vision, “for a crawl-
ing baby who has never heard of green?” We are prompted to enter
into complicity with the author: the word is anaesthetic, truncating
the report of an innocent sensorium, depriving thought of that direct
Vision of a universe of ideal forms that would pierce, sweep away,
the clutter of denatured simulacra created by language — and so the
infant, traversing the fulsome excellence of a2 Garden that somehow
exists without the intervention of the Word, must see an infinitude
of colors.

Others reason that the crawling baby sees no ‘colors’ at all, since
the notion of color is a complex abstraction, closely bound to lan-
guage and culture (there are natural languages that make no distinc-
tion between ‘green’ and ‘blue’) that brackets a neurophysiological
response to a portion of the electromagnetic spectrum. The field of
grass is without form, and void.

During painting’s culminating assault on illusion, in the 1950’
and ’60’s, one often heard the epithet ‘literary’ applied as a pejora-
tive to work that retained vestiges of recognizable (and thereby
nameable) pretext sufficient to the identification of an imbedding
deep space — although the presence of the word as a graphic sign (in
Robert Motherwell’s Je t'aime paintings, for instance, or Frank
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mocracy, ambiguity, power ... a project, moreover, whose ultimate
promise was the constitution of an external critique of language it-
self. If such a thing were to be, a consequent celestial mechanics of
the intellect might picture a body called Language, and a body called
Film, in symmetrical orbit about one another, in perpetual and
dialectical motion.

[tis natural that considerable libidinal energy should be expended
to protect such fragile transitions in thought. The ritual gesture that
wards off language also preserves language, as well as film, for a
later moment of parity, of confrontation.

All of Eisenstein’s bleakest predictions came true; the commercial
success of the talkies polarized the development of a system of distri-
bution that virtually guaranteed the stagnation of the sound track as
an independent and coeval information channel sustaining the
growth of a complex montage in consensual simultaneity.

Even if the requirements of Socialist Realism had not supervened,
the vicissitude of specialism might well have prevented even Sergei
Eisenstein, the director, from attempting the expected “first experi-
mental work”™ with sound along the lines of “distinct non-syn-
chronization” with images.

Nevertheless, the work goes on, and filmmakers have responded,
with increasing rigor, to the urgent contradictions he first ex-
pounded. Not through immediate design and cathexis, but by way
of an historical process of the exhaustion of its alternatives, the de-
ferred dream of the sound film presents itself to be dreamed again.

A man condemned to death begged Alexander to pardon him, vow-
Ing, given a year's reprieve, that he would teach Bucephalus (who al-
ready spoke Bulgarian, Farsi and Greek) to sing. When his friends
derided him for a fool who merely postponed the inevitable, he re-
plied: “A yearis a long time. The king may die; I may die. Or ... who
knows! ... maybe the horse will learn to sing!”

Buffalo, New York, April 1981



