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FOR A METAHISTORY
OF FILM: COMMONPLACE
NOTES AND HYPOTHESES

“The cinematograph is an invention without a future.”

—Louis Lumiere

NCE UPON A time, according to reliable sources, history

had its own Muse, and her name was Clio. She presided over
the making of a class of verbal artifacts that extends from a half-
light of written legend through, possibly, Gibbon.

These artifacts shared the assumption that events are numerous
and replete beyond the comprehension of a single mind. They pro-
posed no compact systematic substitute for their concatenated
world; rather, they made up an open set of rational fictions within
that world.

As made things strong in their own immanence, these fictions bid
as fairly for our contemplative energy as any other human fabrica-
tions. They are, finally, about what it felt like to reflect consciously
upon the qualities of experience in the times they expound.
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In order to generate insights into the formal significance of their
pretext (that is, ‘real history’), such fictions employ two tactics. First
of all, they annihilate naive intuitions of causality by deliberately ig-
noring mere temporal chronology. And then, to our cultural dismay,
they dispense, largely, with the fairly recent inventions we call facts.

These fictions were what we may call metahistories of event. They
remain events in themselves.

It is reasonable to assume that Dean Swift, desiring in his rage to
confound the West, invented the fact.

A fact is the indivisible module out of which systematic substitutes
for experience are built. Hugh Kenner, in The Counterfeiters, cites a
luminous anecdote from the seed-time of the fact. Swift’s contemp-
orary savants fed dice to a dog. They (the dice) passed through the
dog visibly unchanged, but with their weight halved. Thenceforth
a dog was to be defined as a device for (among other things) halving
the weight of dice.

The world contained only a denumerable list of things. Any thing
could be considered simply as the intersection of a finite number of
facts. Knowledge, then, was the sum of all discoverable facts.

Very many factual daubs were required, of course, to paint a true
picture of the world; but the invention of the fact represented, from
the rising mechanistic point of view, a gratifying diminution of
horsepower requirement from a time when knowledge had been the
factorial of all conceivable contexts. It is this shift in the definition of
knowledge that Swift satirizes in Gulliver’s Travels, and Pope la-
ments in The Dunciad.

The new view went unquestioned for generations. In most quar-
ters it still obtains: from which it should be quite clear that we do not
all live in the same time.

Who first centered his thumbs on Clio’s windpipe is anyone’s guess,
but [ am inclined to blame Gotthold Lessing. His squabbling prog-
eny, the quaintly disinterested art historians of the 19th century, lent
a willing hand in finishing her off. They had Science behind them.
Science favored the fact because the fact seemed to favor predictabil-
ity. Hoping to incorporate prophecy wholesale into their imperium,
19th-century historians went whole hog for the fact, and headfirst
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chickenfegg variety: cinema somehow ‘accelerates’ still photo-
graphs into motion.

Implicit is the assumption that cinema is a special case of the cath-
olic still photograph. Since there is no discoverable necessity within
the visual logic of still photographs that demands such ‘accelera-
tion,’ it is hard to see how it must ever happen at all.

It is an historic commonplace that the discovery of special cases
precedes in time the extrapolation of general laws. (For instance, the
right triangle with rational sides measuring 3, 4, and $ units is older
than Pythagoras.) Photography predates the photographic cinema.

So | propose to extricate cinema from this circular maze by
superimposing on it a second labyrinth (containing an exit) — by
positing something that has by now begun to come to concrete actu-
ality: we might agree to call it an infinite cinema.

A polymorphous camera has always turned, and will turn forever,
its lens focussed upon all the appearances of the world. Before the in-
vention of still photography, the frames of the infinite cinema were
blank, black leader; then a few images began to appear upon the
endless ribbon of film. Since the birth of the photographic cinema,
all the frames are filled with images.

There is nothing in the structural logic of the cinema film strip that
precludes sequestering any single image. A still photograph is simply
an isolated frame taken out of the infinite cinema.

History views the marriage of cinema and the photograph as one of
convenience; metahistory must look upon it as one of necessity.

The camera deals, in some way or other, with every particle of in-
formation present within the field of view; it is wholly indiscrimi-
nate. Photographs, to the joy or misery of all who make them, invar-
1ably tell us more than we want to know.

The ultimate structure of a photographic image seems to elude us
at the same rate as the ultimate structure of any other natural object.
Unlike graphic images, which decay under close scrutiny into factual
patterns of dots or lines, the photograph seems a virtually perfect
continuum. Hence the poignancy of its illusions: their amplitude
instantly made the photograph—within the very heart of mechan-
ism—the subversive restorer of contextual knowledge seemingly
coterminous with the whole sensible world.

Cinema could already claim — from within the same nexus — a






