CHAPTER §

Hollis Frampton and the Specter of Narrative

In this book I am concerned with three waves or generations
of filmmakers. The first all began to make films before 1960:
Marie Menken, Ian Hugo, Stan Brakhage, Jonas Mekas, and Larry Jordan
(whom I consider in the conclusion, Perfect Exhilaration) benefited in differ-
ent degrees and in different ways from the aura of newness associated with the
American avant-garde cinema in the 1940s and 1950s. They felt impelled and
free to invent new automatisms (what Emerson called “mechanical means”)
for generating a new kind of cinema. Of course, they struggled with the rivalry
of other filmmakers, especially with Maya Deren, who aggressively asserted
her aesthetic and theoretical primacy, and in some measure with each other.
Nevertheless, the advantage they had in feeling the freshness of their enterprise
in the morning of the American avant-garde cinema registers in the directness
with which they responded to the optative mode of the Emersonian tradition.
The next wave of filmmakers I treat in this book—Hollis Frampton, Andrew
Noren, Robert Beavers, Warren Sonbert, and Ernie Gehr—all exhibited their
first films in the late 1960s. They were keenly aware of the achievements of
the earlier generation, even when their debts were not primarily to the artists
I have named as the chief representatives of the Emersonian tradition. They
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reinvented, analytically questioned, parodied, or purified the tropes and themes
of those precursors. Of this generation, Frampton was the most formidable
ironist (a successor of Sidney Peterson and Bruce Conner). Through irony he
sought to distance himself from the previous generation of avant-garde film-
makers and from the Emersonian legacy. I shall later discuss the work of two
figures of a third wave—Abigail Child and Su Friedrich—who started to make
films in the late 1970s and hit their stride in the subsequent decade. Their re-
lationship to the Emersonian tradition was yet another step removed, for they
had to contend with the work of their immediate antecedents. They are both
ironists themselves who found that Frampton, more than any other figure of
the middle generation, had changed the landscape for them. In fact, he might
be seen as a bridge between the great filmmakers of the 1950s and early 1960s
and many of those who came in their wake.

Frampton dated the start of his filmmaking career from 1962, but he has
left two slightly different accounts of this myth of origination. He told Scott
MacDonald that he shot 7én Mile Poem from an elevated section of a Brooklyn
subway, mostly with a telephoto lens, “always in motion.” This alternative
would be the perfectly Emersonian version, unconfirmable because the film
was lost or destroyed. However, the film does appear in his filmographies as
a work from 1964. Instead, he lists the similarly destroyed Clouds Like Sheep
as his only film of 1962. Making the matter even more obscure, he described
to MacDonald an unnamed long film of cloud patterns dissolving into one
another, in negative, printed in a blue tint, from 1964. Frampton identified
the monochrome of the film as “all in Mallarmé azure,” thus aligning this
alternative point of origin with European modernism. If these films were
never actually photographed, Frampton would not be unique among filmmak-
ers who have antedated their empirical filmographies with unrealized projects
as if they actually had been completed and lost. Their significance remains
as Emersonian projects—the poem of vehicular motion and the meditation
on the changing, tinted clouds, recalling the passage in Nature where the
Orpheus of Concord contemplates “long slender bars of cloud” and the sea
“seem(s] to partake its rapid transformations; the active enchantment reaches
my dust, and I dilate and conspire with the morning wind.”

Brakhage absorbed Emerson’s aesthetic legacy through his embracing of
Gertrude Stein, and Mekas sought a channel to it through Thoreau, but
Frampton distanced himself from it by choosing James Joyce as the idealized
precursor of his cinema, even more than Ezra Pound, for whose tutelage he
quit college and moved to Washington, DC, in 1957. After a year of faithful
attendance at his ad hoc seminar in St. Elizabeth’s Hospital, where Pound was

1. Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays and Lectures (New York: Library of America, 1983), p. 15.
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confined as a mental patient, Frampton moved to New York, recognized that
poetry was not his vocation, and concentrated his energies on photography,
first, and then cinema.

Frampton’s affinities were with the modernist canon: Along with Joyce, he
frequently cited his alternative models, Beckett and Borges, virtually identi-
fying modernism with irony. But more crucially, he claimed the rhetoric of
science and mathematics (especially set theory) as his distinguishing stamp.
His theoretical essays and the titles of his films are marked by allusions to
axioms, theorems, and classic experiments, although his films actually have
fewer traces of “scientific” filmmaking than Brakhage’s.

This cultivation of metaphors and analogies from mathematics and sci-
ence, his fascination with systemic models for aesthetic inventions, and his
persistent evocation of James Joyce as a precursor and guide would, apparently,
make Frampton the least Emersonian of the major American avant-garde
filmmakers. Yet he himself invokes Emerson as an enlightened forebear who
had “no problems” fusing art and science.” If we change the word ezhics to aes-
thetics, Emerson’s assertion in chapter 4 (“Language”) of Nazure, “The axioms
of physics translate the laws of ethics,” might stand as a motto for Frampton’s
use of mathematics and science in Circles of Confusion.

In “Circles,” Emerson’s “circular philosopher” articulates a theory of per-
petual flux that Frampton will find at the heart of Duchamp’s enterprise:
“There are no fixtures in nature. The universe is fluid and volatile. Perma-
nence is but a word of degrees.” What sort of circular philosopher is the
author of Circles of Confusion? At first Frampton would seem antithetical to
Emerson. He utterly eschews many of the fundamental Emersonian terms
and concepts: There is no place for “spirit,” “soul,” “the Poet,” or “self-reliance”
in his essays. Nonetheless, an American artist cannot sidestep Emerson so
easily. The Essays (First and Second Series) pervade Frampton’s writings: “Ox
House Camel Rivermouth,” the preface to Circles of Confusion, is a medita-
tion on the hieroglyphic language of “The Poet”; the conclusion of “A Penta-
gram for Conjuring the Narrative” coincides with the first principle of “Art”:
“Now that which is inevitable in the work has a higher charm than individual
talent can ever give, inasmuch as the artist’s pen or chisel seems to have been
held or guided by a gigantic hand to inscribe a line in the history of the
human race... the whole extant product of the plastic arts has herein its high-
est value, as history.” Even the insight into an aesthetic of time that animates
“Eadweard Muybridge: Fragments of a Tesseract” is a transposition of the

2. Scott MacDonald, A Critical Cinema: Interviews with Independent Filmmakers (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1988), pp. 56—57.

3. Emerson, Essays and Lectures, p. 403.

4. Ibid, p. 432.
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ethics of time Emerson articulated at the start of “The Over-Soul”: “Our faith
comes in moments; our vice is habitual. Yet there is a depth in those brief
moments which constrains us to ascribe more reality to them than to all other
experiences.” The echoes are distorted and diffused because Frampton seems
to have filtered his Emersonianism through reluctant and oblique conduits:
Ezra Pound, John Cage, and even Brakhage.

Frampton’s Emerson would be fundamentally the author of “Nature,” not
the short book to which I refer again and again in these pages but the essay of
1844. Even a quotation as long as the one that follows, skipping quickly over
several paragraphs, merely hints at the resonances a reading of the whole essay
would have for one familiar with Frampton’s writings:

Motion or change, and identity or rest, are the first and second secrets
of Nature: Motion and Rest. The whole code of her laws may be writ-
ten on the thumbnail, or the signet of a ring. The whirling bubble on
the surface of a brook admits us to the secret of the mechanics of the
sky.... Compound it how she will, star, sand, fire, water, tree, man,

it is still one stuff, and betrays the same properties. ... Space exists to
divide creatures; but by clothing the sides of a bird with a few feathers
she gives him a petty omnipresence. The direction is forever onward,
but the artist still goes back for materials, and begins again with the
first elements on the most advanced stage: otherwise all goes to ruin.
If we look at her work, we seem to catch a glance of a system in transi-
tion..... Things are so strictly related, that according to the skill of the
eye, from any one object the parts and properties of any other may be
predicted. ... This guiding identity runs though all the surprises and
contrasts of the piece, and characterizes every law. Man carries the
world in his head, the whole astronomy and chemistry suspended in
a thought. Because the history of nature is charactered in his brain,
therefore is he the prophet and discoverer of her secrets. .. And the
knowledge that we traverse the whole scale of being, from the centre
to the poles of nature, and have some stake in every possibility, lends
that sublime luster to death, which philosophy and religion have too
outwardly and literally striven to express in the popular doctrine of
the immortality of the soul. The reality is more excellent than the re-
port.... Nature is the incarnation of a thought, and turns to a thought
again, as ice becomes water and gas.°

5. Ibid, p. 38s.
6. Ibid., pp. 547, 548, 555.
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The overriding conceits of Frampton’s essays turn on parables of scientific
experiment, and reorient filmic poetics away from intuitive expression toward
systemic matrices for generating individual works. He theorizes that “[t]he
infinite film contains an infinity of endless passages wherein no frame resem-
bles any other in the slightest degree, and a further infinity of passages wherein
successive frames are as nearly identical as intelligence can make them”; from
this a complex but rational history of cinema can be derived resembling “the
Knight’s tour in chess”; and he discovers literature and music guiding the film-
maker in four modes of productively reading his tradition and an unspecified
number of contingent “axioms derived by misreading.”

Along with several of the other filmmakers I shall treat here, Frampton
follows Whitman’s revisions of Emerson in sexualizing the vital principle (as
Hugo and Brakhage had), but he is paramount among them in subscribing to
Whitman’s fixation upon death as a determining factor of aesthetic produc-
tion. In “A Pentagram for Conjuring the Narrative,” narrative is born among
the “animal necessities of the spirit” because we are “waiting to die.” Art mak-
ing itself, in “Incisions in History/Segments of Eternity” turns out to be “a
recent adaptive mutation aimed at assuring mental continuity, through his-
toric time, to a species whose individual experiences constitute a testament to
the notion of disjunction.” As such, it is something man “superimposes upon
animal sexuality.”® The allusion to Venus Genetrix in the Muybridge essay
shows that Frampton traced the genealogy of this notion back to Lucretius.
He and Andrew Noren were the primary Lucretians among the filmmaking
descendents of Whitman.

Photography and cinema are the epicenters of Frampton’s Circles of Confu-
sion, the most important work of film theory in the American avant-garde
cinema published after Brakhage’s Metaphors on Vision, and surely the most
masterfully written work of its kind. These essays are brilliant, serious fun,
and reading them makes it clear, clearer than in his films despite his frequent
protestations, that Frampton aspired to recognition as a “stoic comedian” in
Hugh Kenner’s categorization of Flaubert, Joyce, and Beckett.’

The theoretical power of Circles of Confusion comes from the clarity with
which Frampton has located the issues crucial to the history and evolution of
the American avant-garde cinema. The initiator of this branch of theory was
Maya Deren. In the chapter “For a Metahistory of Film,” he pinpoints the

7. Hollis Frampton, Circles of Confusion: Film, Photography, Video, Texts 1968—1980 (Rochester: Visual Arts
Studies Workshop, 1983), pp. 114, 116, 121.

8. Ibid., p. 90.

9. See Federico Windhausen, “Words into Film: Toward a Genealogical Understanding of Hollis
Frampton’s Theory and Practice,” October 109 (Summer 2004), for a discussion of the relationship between
Frampton and Kenner’s work.
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origin of cinema as an independent art with the beginning of her filmmak-
ing career: “The notion that there was some exact instant at which the table
turned, and cinema passed into obsolescence and thereby into art, is an ap-
pealing fiction that implies a special task for the metahistorian of cinema.”"
The turning point, which made cinema obsolete and therefore ready to be-
come an art, he wittily suggests, was the advent of video and radar, which
made the nineteenth-century mechanics of the filmmaking apparatus obvi-
ous. Significantly, he added, “Its introduction coincides quite closely with the
making of Maya Deren’s Meshes of the Afternoon.”

For Frampton, the highest aspiration of film theory might be to win the
title of “appealing fiction.” His own tests continually bring fiction, history,
parody, analysis, polemics, and speculation into intimate contact. Nowhere is
this more direct than in his central statement on film, “A Pentagram for Con-
juring the Narrative,” with which he chose to open the book. It is a five-part
essay on the ineluctability of narration. Although we might expect such an
argument from a theoretician hostile to the American avant-garde cinema, it
seems odd from the pen of a man who never made what one could reasonably
call a narrative film. The displacement of expectations is deliberate, of course;
for the aim of the essay is to replace the notion of narrative as a finite sequence
of events represented within a film with an ontology of human temporality
that refuses to credit the distinction between events depicted in a film and
the narrative of the film’s creation within the implicit story of a filmmaker’s
career.

Of the five alternative approaches to this matter that make up the “Penta-
gram,” the first is the funniest and perhaps the most obscure. It is a fiction.
The author claims to have heard a friend tell him a nightmare in which he
is first the rich daughter of an eccentric who films every moment of her life,
and then after death and reincarnation, the obese, asthmatic, homosexually
inclined male heir to her fortune who must spend his life watching the film
of hers. If we did not get the earlier clues, then the description of the asth-
matic viewer yelling “focus” identifies the heir, and by extension the dreaming
friend, as Stan Brakhage, at least to readers aware of the personalities in the
American avant-garde cinema.

Obviously, the real Brakhage was a very different sort of eccentric father.
He filmed the birth and many intimate moments in the lives of his first five
children, not so much to document their histories but to visualize his experi-
ence of them and his relationship to seeing them. The fiction of the double
nightmare provides one narrative context for every possible film of the sort
Brakhage makes, and intimates that we are all narrators in our sleep.

10. Frampton, Circles of Confusion, p. 113.
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The second part of the “Pentagram” focuses on Mt. Fujiyama as “a sta-
ble pattern of energy” inevitably visible throughout the Japanese landscape.
Frampton deduces that every inevitable condition engenders “a supreme
metaphor.” Narrative, it will turn out in the third part, is such an inevitable
condition of all films. In a reductive temper, Frampton makes it the third
such condition, the first two being the frame and the “plausibility of photo-
graphic illusion.” The first two play no active roles in the opening essay but
return later in the book to claim their acknowledgments. “The plausibility
of photographic illusion” is a nuanced version of Deren’s central claim: “As
a reality, the photographic image confronts us with the innocent arrogance
of an objective fact, one which exists as an independent presence, indifferent
to our response.”! In the same essay, her final theoretical text, “Cinematog-
raphy: The Creative Use of Reality,” she had dismissed the challenge of the
then-emerging Brakhage:

[TThe camera itself has been conceived of as the artist, with distorting
lenses, multiple superimpositions, etc., used to simulate the creative
action of the eye, the memory, etc. Such well-intentioned efforts to
use the medium creatively, by forcibly inserting the creative act in

the position it traditionally occupies in the visual arts, accomplish,
instead, the destruction of the photographic image as reality."?

Frampton’s formulation of the second inevitable condition purposely
avoids the metaphysics of Deren, which would make the film instrument a
superior epistemological tool, directly capturing reality. Although later in the
book he will again echo Deren’s arguments by suggesting that animation is a
separate art from filmmaking, thereby brushing aside the major challenge to
the issue of photographic plausibility, Frampton’s substitution of “plausibil-
ity” for “reality” shifts the argument to the semiotic habits of film viewers. His
competence in Latin suggests that he was playing on the etymology of plau-
sibility, from plaudere (to applaud)—we applaud the photograph only insofar
as we appreciate its successful trickery. The figura etymologica suggests that
the illusion retains vestiges of a theatrical performance and, therefore, would
be anything but “indifferent to our response” as Deren would have it.

Frampton ironically called the postulation of the inevitability of narrative
“Brakhage’s Theorem,” claiming that Brakhage, acting as “avocatus diaboli”
had proposed it to him, and that it had been tested against such difficult cases

11. Maya Deren, “Cinematography: The Creative Use of Reality,” Daedalus (Winter 1960), reprinted in
P. Adams Sitney, ed., The Avant-Garde Film: A Reader of Theory and Criticism (New York: Anthology Film
Archives, NYU Press, 1978), p. 65.

2. Ibid., p. 68.
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as Kubelka’s Arnulf Rainer and Conrad’s The Flicker. The issues at stake in
the essay were very much on the filmmaker’s mind when he went to England
in May 1972 to show what he had completed of Hapax Legomena and to film
material for what would become Ordinary Matter. That was three months
before he submitted the text of “A Pentagram for Conjuring the Narrative” to
the Vancouver Art Gallery for its initial publication. Frampton neglected to
mention that his encounter with Peter Gidal, the British filmmaker and
theoretician, was crucial to the elaboration of this thesis. Gidal challenged
Frampton’s apparent lapse into narrative in parts of Hapax Legomena, which
he contrasted with Zorns Lemma, claiming that Kubelka and Conrad re-
tain narrative and “authoritarian” elements in their flicker films but that
Zorns Lemma, as well as films by Sharits and Snow, avoid the those pitfalls.'®
Additionally, Frampton publicly articulated for the first time the theory of
myths with which “A Pentagram” concludes in an interview with Simon
Field and Peter Sainsbury the same month: “There was this thing called the
plot, and down underneath the plot which is as it were the musculature of an
entertainment film, you have a kind of armature in the terms of which, for
instance, Hamlet and The Odyssey are the essentially same story, one written
from the point of view of the son, one written from the point of view of the
father.”'*

The formulation of “Brakhage’s Theorem” is purely Frampton’s language:

For any finite series of shots [“Alm”] whatsoever there exists in a real time
a rational narrative, such that every term in the series, together with its
position, duration, partition, and reference, shall be perfectly and entirely
accounted for."

I understand the unusual term partition to be an adaptation from set
theory, where it would mean the decomposition of a set into disjoint subsets.

In the fourth section of “A Pentagram,” Frampton invokes Samuel Beckett’s
Malone Dies to explore the fundamental principles of narration, circling back
to the opening dream or parable in which the self is both performer and ob-
server. So he defines the first person:

“I” is the English familiar name by which an unspeakably intricate
network of colloidal circuits—or, as some reason, the garrulous

13. Peter Gidal, “Interview with Hollis Frampton,” October 32 (Spring 1985), pp. 106—7.

14. Simon Field and Peter Sainsbury, “Zorns Lemma and Hapax Legomena, Interview with Hollis
Frampton,” Afterimage [London], no. 4 (Autumn, 1972), p. 50.

1s5. Frampton, Circles of Confusion, p. 63.
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temporary inhabitant of that nexus—addresses itself ... in time it
convinces itself, somewhat reluctantly, that it is waiting to die.'

As it waits to die, the garrulous self divides into speaker and listener,
telling itself stories; for storytelling is among “the animal necessities of the
spirit,” he concludes, quoting an unspecified source.

The fifth and final part of the essay opens with its most memorable
moment:

One fine morning, I awoke to discover that, during the night, I had

learned to understand the language of birds. I have listened to them

ever since. They say: “Look at me!” or: “Get out of here!” or: “Let’s

fuck!” or: “Help!” or “Hurrah!” or: “I found a worm!” and that’s 2/

they say. And that, when you boil it down, is about all we say.
(Which of those things am I saying now?)"”

I take it that the final question is so funny because it points to the
self-interested claims the theoretician would make on different readers. This
parabolic distillation of linguistic motives prefaces Frampton’s reduction of
narratives to mythic archetypes and pairs the archetypes on the bifurcated
model of the “I” as speaker and listener. Thus the story of Odysseus nar-
rates the father-son story from the father’s point of view; Hamlet tells the
same story from the son’s. Malone joins Scheherazade and the storytellers of
Boccaccio’s Decameron to wait for death or to evade it.

In large part, the theoretical discussion of the tripartite nature of cin-
ema in “A Pentagram for Conjuring the Narrative’—frame, photographic
illusion, and narrative—reflects Frampton’s filmmaking in the early 1970s,
particularly in a remarkable sequence of seven films called Hapax Legomena.
Before Frampton, the practice of combining several avant-garde films into a
poetic sequence had been one of Brakhage’s signature gestures: Dog Star Man,
Songs, Scenes from Under Childhood, Lovemaking (1968), Sexual Meditations,
and The Weir-Falcon Saga (1970) are composed of between three and thirty
autonomous films. Jonas Mekas began to release his ongoing Diaries, Notes
and Sketches in 1968. Saul Levine’s open-ended series of 8 mm films with the
word Note in their titles began to appear at the same time; Brakhage’s Songs
inspired them. Frampton, however, drew some of his inspiration from the
same sources as Brakhage, most evidently Pound’s serial poem, 7he Cantos.
Furthermore, Frampton had written poetic sequences himself and more re-
cently had made several photographic series. In fact, he had initially chosen

16. Ibid., p. 64.
17. Ibid., p. 66.
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the title Hapax Legomena for a projected volume of poetry. Similarly, he sal-
vaged the titles Clouds of Magellan and Straits of Magellan from photographic
sequences to use for serial film projects.

Having recently completed his longest film so far, Zorns Lemma (1970),
the seven-part series was his most ambitious project before the monumental
Magellan, which he left uncompleted at his death in 1984. Each of the seven
parts addresses the tension between the flat graphic arrangement of tonally
varied chemicals on the filmstrip and the illusions projected by them. Ad-
ditionally, several of the parts deal autobiographically, but tangentially, with
the filmmaker’s personal crisis as his six-year marriage to historian Marcia
Steinbrecher came to an end. They separated in 1971, shortly after he com-
pleted the first film of the series. “Hapax Legomena really came from a year
in which I wasn’t feeling all that trustful[,] you know; it was something of a
black time,” he told Simon Field and Peter Sainsbury.'®

Frampton provided the Film-makers’ Cooperative Catalogue with a useful
note about the sequence:

Hapax legomena are literally, “things said once.” The Greek scholarly
jargon refers to those words that occur only a single time in the entire
oeuvre of an author, or in a whole literature. The title brackets a

cycle of seven films, which make up a single work composed of
detachable parts, each of which may be seen separately for its own
qualities. The work is an oblique autobiography, seen in stereoscopic
focus with the phylogeny of film art as I have had to recapitulate it
during my own fitful development as a film-maker. Hapax Legomena
incorporates what I could learn along the way of making it, and
includes my own false starts and blind alleys. .. what T.E. Hulme
once called “the cold walks, and the lines that lead nowhere.” Such
“double-vision”—that is, the superimposition of a personal myth of
the history of one’s art upon a factual account of one’s own persona—
certainly does not originate with me. At least, I believe I see ample
precedent in the last two books of James Joyce."

The first film of the cycle, Hapax Legomena: (nostalgia) (1971), delineates
the filmmaker’s career as a still photographer and dramatically alludes to
his transition to cinema through a series of burning photographs. The next
two parts focus on connubial discord: Hapax Legomena: Poetic Justice (1972),
the first silent film of the sequence, allows us to read a handwritten film

18. Field and Sainsbury, “Zorns Lemma and Hapax Legomena,” p. s2.
19. Film-makers Cooperative Catalogue No. 7 (New York: Film-makers’ Cooperative, 1989), p. 170.
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script about voyeurism and sexual jealousy; in the third film of the cycle, the
ritualized, looped sound of a couple arguing when the male refuses to explain
or apologize for a night away from home makes Hapax Legomena: Critical
Mass (1971) a hyperbole of domestic friction. More remote vestiges of an
autobiography can be found in the two subsequent parts: Hapax Legomena:
Traveling Matte (1971), also silent, surveys a bleak academic landscape where
Frampton hoped to find a teaching position; Hapax Legomena: Ordinary
Matter (1972) would reflect the filmmaker’s life only insofar as the inclu-
sion of images of crossing the Brooklyn Bridge recalls a similar sequence in
his earlier film Surface Tension (1968) and images of Stonehenge mark his
invitation to England to show his work. Frampton has referred to the two
monuments as instances of the primary aesthetic experiences of his life. The
sequence concludes with the silent Hapax Legomena: Remote Control (1972),
composed largely of loops of television images, and Hapax Legomena: Special
Effects (1972), a meditation on the empty rectangle of the screen. These films
seem to have no autobiographical content; as such, they signal a movement
beyond the personal identification of the filmmaker with his work.

The cycle recapitulates the phylogeny of the art by beginning with photo-
graphic cinema (which often had an offscreen commentator in the first years
of the invention), introducing the written intertitle, incorporating sound,
and opening the possibilities of videotaping. More obscurely, the final three
parts may be seen as developing systemic modes of montage and exploring
a fundamental unit or inevitable condition of cinematic ontology; that is
to say, they schematize a history of the avant-garde cinema since Meshes of
the Afternoon, to which we might crudely attach the names Deren or Bra-
khage (Ordinary Matter), Kubelka or Sharits (Remote Control), and Snow or
Frampton (Special Effects).

Aside from one loop of television images in Remote Control, the entire cycle
is in black and white. Most of the elements enact radically minimal strategies:
(nostalgia) maintains a single, overhead camera position to depict thirteen
photographs serially burning on a hotplate. Even more minimally, the camera
of Poetic Justice looks down on a table with a small cactus plant, a mug of cof-
fee, and a sheaf of papers on which the filmmaker has hand printed, in bold
magic marker, a film script. Over the course of the film’s thirty-one minutes,
he allows us six seconds apiece to read the 240 pages of the unrealized, and
perhaps unfilmable, text. Only the concluding film, Special Effects, offers less
visual variation: We see a black rectangle made up of a broken white line just
within the rectangle of the film frame. He filmed this with a telephoto lens,
holding the camera by hand, so that its “action” is the jittery nervous tension
of his hands trying to hold the spring-wound machine steady, magnified by
the leverage of the telephoto image.
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In contrast, the drama of Critical Mass consists of a young couple arguing
in front of a blank background, elaborately reedited into an asynchronous
canon. In Traveling Marte, Frampton transferred to Im an uncut videotape
he made by walking for twenty minutes on the State University of New York
at Binghamton campus with his hand partially covering the lens of the cam-
corder. Ordinary Matter and Remote Control present the most extensive and
varied visual material in the series the former, moving camera images of
landscapes and architectural monuments, the latter apparently random televi-
sion images, looped in repeating cycles, interrupted by graphic numbers and
a graphic sign. Yet in both instances, pixilation almost reduces the moving
images themselves to graphic signs.

The cycle alternates between sound and silent Ims. (nostalgia) builds
voice-over descriptions of the photographs (displaced so that we hear about
the photograph to follow while we watch one burn) into an autobiography
of poetic election; Critical Mass creates a quasi-musical composition, reminis-
cent of Steve Reichs 1965 tape Its Gonna Rain, by repeating and overlap-
ping snippets of its erce argument; on the accompanying tape of Ordinary
Matter, Frampton recites the Wade-Giles Mandarin syllabary without the
tonal distinctions that would make it intelligible to a speaker of Chinese,
thus creating an incomprehensible but coherent language. Finally, at the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh he used a Buchla synthesizer to generate the electronic
sound he used for Special Effects, which has the only nonverbal soundtrack
in the cycle.

On November 20, 1971, at the Millennium Film Workshop he presented
four parts of Hapax Legomena as a work in progress. At that time it had a
different order: He referred to its rst three sections then, (noszalgia), Critical
Mass, and Traveling Matte, a3 an extended sonata-allegro form in which
the rst was the andante, the second allegro vivace, and the third a largo.
Later, Warren Sonbert would use a similar musical analogy to connect several

Ims he had made into a composite cycle. At the same Millennium screen-
ing Frampton gave the working title Poetic Justice to what would evolve into
Special Effects by playing the Buchla synthesizer tape while projecting the
empty white rectangle of the projector without a Im. He told the audience
that the words A photograph of your face would appear at the beginning of
the Im. Introducing this performance, he proposed a radical revision of the
history of the art:

[T]he aural cinema was discovered rst and then later pictures were
added to it. By which | mean de nitely to imply that theres a cinema
of the ear. The cinema is the whole universe of sound ordered to
aesthetic ends which subsumed music, among many other things.






