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Introduction

In the beginning, technology has no rules.
Then we teach it how to speak.!
Jean-Luc Godard

Etienne-Jules Marey’s first chronophotographic film, shot in 1891, was enti-
tled La IVagne (‘The Wave’). It shows the sea crashing against a pontoon, the
raised water disappearing in a whitlpool of foam. Marey planned to use the
film as a basis for creating a precise graph of the movement of a wave. He
could see little point in showing the original images in public, such as they
were. The Lumiére brothers, on the other hand, realised the moving image’s
spectacular quality and its power to fascinate; they valued it and set out to
exploit it, to great success. Writing in 1896 about the first public projection
of the Lumiére brothers’ films, journalist Henri de Parville attempted to put
into words his experience of cinema’s extraordinary rendering of detailed
movement. In response to the 1895 films 1. Arrivée d’'un train a La Ciotat (‘The
Arrival of a Train’), La Baignade en mer (‘Bathing in the sea’), and Ze Repas de
bébé (‘Baby’s Meal’), De Parville marvels at having been able ‘to distinguish
all the details, the rising swirls of smoke, the waves that come crashing on
the beach, the leaves quivering in the wind’.? Many a historian of the cinema
has pondered on De Parville’s observations and choice of terms; how, in the
same sentence, he exclaims that cinema can ‘distinguish all the details’, before
he proceeds to emphasise those elements that most resist stability and defini-
tion: quivering leaves, switling smoke, crashing waves.’

These early films were not depicting anything that could not be seen by
the spectators without the aid of cinema. What De Parville found remarkable
was the specifically cinematic quality of the rendering — that is, film’s ability to
capture everything in movement, and therefore o bring to our attention the presence
of all the detail that we do not normally consciously acknowledge.

It does not follow, however, that cinema’s mediation makes perception
more accurate or definite. Appearing as a shifting combination of separate
yet indistinct elements, a spectacle of multifaceted, gaseous, or liquid matter
in perpetual movement, the leaves, the smoke, the waves remain too



2 Martine Bengnet

dispersed and confused to be grasped fully
and definitely. Rather, then, as the journalist
immediately intuits, for all its photographic
objectivity, cinematographic vision allows
for the indefinite to surface: it is a unique
means of recording as well as expressing the
wotld’s natural state of confusion.*

Vague, indefinite, yet full of detail: De
Parville’s  description echoes Gottfried
Wilhelm Leibniz’s classic concept of the
‘clear but confused’. According to Leibniz’s
well-known critique of the Cartesian
concept of knowledge, although only sci-
entific, fully rationalised knowledge is both
clear and distinet, it does not follow that it is
the only legitimate form of consciousness of
the world. Whether knowledge gained from
our senses is obscure (when you can simply
not identify that which you are perceiving),
ot clear and confused, it is valuable nonethe-
less. One of Leibniz’s favoured examples of
clear and confused perception is that of the
sea, which we identify although we cannot
distinctively perceive it: we hear the roar
of the sea, made of all the crashing waves,
writes Leibniz, and we identify it as the
sound of the sea even though we cannot dis-
tinguish the sound of each individual wave.
As expressed in De Parville’s paradoxical
observation, what goes for sound is equally
true of vision.

The French terminology gives additional
force to the manifestation of the clear and
confused as captured by the spectacle of
the crashing waves, for in French, the word
vagne has a double meaning: as an adjective
it means vague (synonymous, as in English,
with ‘indefinite’ and ‘uncertain’), and as a
noun — /a vague — it translates as ‘the wave’.

Figure .1 Bathing in the Sea (Baignade en Mer), Auguste and Louis Lumiére (1895).
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Though their etymologies are different, the meaning of the two words
ovetlaps from the start: the adjective comes from the Latin vagus, meaning
something random, in perpetual motion, something indefinite or indecisive.
The noun has an Indo-European etymology that refers it to the random,
ceaseless movement of liquid matter. Writing about it in the context of liter-
ary creation, Georges Didi-Huberman observes that / vague, the wave, hovers
between form and formlessness, and, because it is the very manifestation of
incessant motion and constant transformation, it can only ever be grasped
fleetingly. La vague is, therefore, the favoured stuff of poetic creation.> Didi-
Huberman’s bringing together of poetry, the wave, and the vague echoes the
connection between sensory perception and artistic creation observed by
Leibniz and his disciple and founder of the study of aesthetics, Alexander
Gottlieb Baumgarten: art explores and cultivates the indefinite part of per-
ception or experience, the e ne sais quor’;® it is only in the realm of the clear
and confused that it can thrive. Artistic intuition and vision thus stem from
the incompleteness and constant variation of the perceived, the impossibility
of a full and perfect knowledge of the world.”

As a medium and as a dispositif, cinema appears uniquely predisposed to
the capture and the expression of the ‘clear and confused’ on the one hand,
incessant motion and the confusion of parts necessary to create the whole,
characterises the way projected images fuse into movement. In the projection
of analogue film, we see the image change in front of us, without separately
perceiving each of the photograms which, in the unravelling of their subtle
differences, constitute its variations. Though the shift from analogue to digital
has radically altered the basis of the projected image, the blending of separate
images still arguably takes place in the movie theatre, where digital projection
still relies on ‘frames’ and frame rates. On the other hand, as we just saw,
film’s mechanical eye has the ability to capture everything, the multitude and
dispersion of movements recorded in its simultaneity and in duration, as it
unfolds in time. But crucially, cinema as a medium also has the means to
explore, alter and intensify our experience of the world’s constant transforma-
tion, its constitutive indeterminacy.

In the silent era, a broad range of techniques were elaborated by filmmak-
ers who, striving to establish cinema as an art form, sought to emphasise this
particular quality of the medium, be it at the recording or at the developing
stage. The confusion of details was ctreatively exploited with techniques
such as superimposition, where several layered photograms appeared simul-
taneously, their content separate yet fused; it was accentuated through
acceleration and slow motion (the dissolving forms of speeding objects or
the vacillating outlines and ghostly doubling of moving figures captured
in slow motion). Alternatively, definition could be deliberately attenuated:
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through intentional defocusing or by selecting particular film formats or film
stocks; similatly, the use of filters and specific developing techniques altered
the quality of the image, bringing out the whole at the expense of the parts,
drawing film towards painterly forms.

Although experiments with the capture and expression of the ‘clear and
confused” have remained, as method and as object, a key concern of experi-
mental film and art cinema, the advent of sound — or, rather, the advent of
synchronised sound and image — has worked to marginalise such practices:
sharp contours and the constancy of figures became the norm, necessary to
make dialogue and other sounds immediately intelligible as well as readily
assignable to identified sources.® Favouring clear and ‘effective’ storytelling
and communication, the grammar of mainstream cinema established a range
of camera movements and framing choices, and devised a strict management
of focus and depth of field, with the corresponding careful guidance of the
spectator’s gaze arguably applying not only to 2-D film but also, with renewed
techniques and efficiency, to 3-D. High definition (HD), Paula Cardoso
Pereira and Joaquin Zerené Harcha conclude, is the epitome of ‘visual capital-
ism’” ‘Fetishized not only by advertising, graphic design, HD television, 3-D
cinema and 4K resolution, but also by military and scientific devices, high
definition is attractive, seductive, impressive and accurate’.’

Even if one still recognises cinema’s unmatched capacity for expressing
the disorderly exuberance of the real, the historical roots of the drive to
control this particular predisposition are much older than the medium and
far more pervasive than the effect of the advent of sound film. The concep-
tion of knowledge that founds the ideal of utmost precision, and which
prompted Leibniz’s initial defence of the ‘clear and confused’, remains the
classic Cartesian model of thought, its central tenet already expressed in the
form of an analogy with sound or vision: knowledge and progress belong
to the realm of the ‘clear and distinct’. Though the critique of the Cartesian
model was continued throughout the nineteenth century, and was pursued to
the point of becoming a truism of the recent history and theory of visuality,
the advent of the digital and the need to offer alternatives to the drive towards
an ever greater definition and legibility of the film image gives it a new impetus.

There is, nowadays, talk of ‘fuzzy logic’ to describe modes of reasoning
that develop without strictly established categories of judgement.!” In art and
media studies, the corresponding ‘phenomenological turn’, with its emphasis
on haptic visuality and synaesthesia, has led to the reappraisal of the indefinite
as key to perceptual and artistic experience.!! Yet obscurity, lack of definition
and blurring remain associated, in common understanding, with the irrational
and the faulty, or, at the very least, with the absence of an essential quality.'?
Given technological thinking’s grounding in ideals of precision, this collaps-
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ing together of the indefinite with lack is particulatly in evidence in conven-
tional discourses connected with technology.

The history of audiovisual technical developments, including the increase
in the scope and precision of lenses and the increasing sensitivity of film
stocks, as well as the range of precisely calibrated post-production tools,
all ostensibly reflect, and participate in, the narrative that fuses together the
notion of progress and that of a better legibility of the audio-visual field. Born
out of a machine, the child of an industrial and technological modernity — the
advent of which, for Jean-Louis Comolli, inaugurated an era of the ‘frenzy
of the visible’ — cinema’s evolution is aligned, from the beginning,'® with the
logic that today extends to mainstream discourses on and practices of high-
definition digital media.

At first glance, with the advent of the electronic, then digital, moving image
media, the drive towards the eradication of confusion appears to have inten-
sified. After all, digitally captured and stored moving images are ultimately
reducible to the variations of a continuous binary coding (of zeros and ones)
that one struggles to conceive of as confusion.'* The size of the screens and
the resulting changes to the perceived quality of the image challenges even
more tangibly our appreciation of the cinema image as a ‘clear but confused’
depiction of the world. Whereas the image projected in large scale, even the
most carefully constructed image, allowed the gaze of the spectator to wander
and even lose herself in the composite space of a shot, the display of the image
in reduced formats (from television to computer to mobile phone screens)
not only heightens the resolution (in relative terms, at least) but encourages us
to seize the image at once, as a cohesive whole.!> Smaller screens thus foster
a regime of the glance that does not seem well predisposed to an imagina-
tive investment in images’ inherent incompleteness. The displacement of
the mechanical by computing processes is equally significant in the way it
subsumes the subjective to automatic systems: at its worst, when it was first
integrated into recording devices coupled with small sensors, the automatic
focus and light function were responsible for a generation of dull, flat images
where, for the sake of maximum readability, the whole of the field of vision,
from foreground to background, was subjected to the same, indiscriminate
focus. Finally, there is the lingering issue of the unequalled quality of celluloid
film, of the unique effect of its fine and irregular layer of silver salts. If digital
film can theoretically emulate the fine unevenness of celluloid film (including
in post-production, through the addition of ‘noise’ to the initial recording),
common discourses on media technology align with the retailers’ in the way
they uphold the argument for an ever greater definition and constancy, the
insufficiently questioned ideal and future goal for the moving image remain-
ing one of utmost clarity and precision — clear and distinct.
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Though we have arguably never known a broader range of possibilities
in moving image capture and treatment,'® today’s mainstream aesthetic of
the moving image privileges that which is controlled, stable and instantly
‘readable’: high definition, with its attendant well-contoured image, imme-
diately identifiable face and perfectly synchronised sound. In commercial
exploitations of the moving image, the creative exploration of cinema’s
ability to convey teality’s inherent instability and confusion tends to be safely
grounded in narrative or generic rationales (which include the incorporation
of obscured, shaky, blurred images as a token of authenticity) or attached to
clearly signposted sensational effects.

And yet, Gaston Bachelard reminds us: ‘The value of an image can be
measutred by the extent of its imaginary aura |. ... Hence a stable and fully
completed image effectively clips imagination’s wings’.!” It is well known
that the indefinite and the incomplete are an essential part of the specta-
tor’s experience. As Leonardo da Vinci famously proposed, a few stains on
a decrepit wall might be the best stimulation for the imagination. Similatly,
Ernst Gombrich argued that the extent of the spectator’s ‘share’, of her active
engagement in perceiving and interpreting the image, depends on its partial
legibility or incompleteness.'®

While new technologies offer a wealth of alternative modes of recording,
however, as well as producing images that often disregard the ‘clear and
distinct’ imperative, the still prevalent search for the ideal of the perfectly
defined image pulls contemporary cinema back to its uncertain beginnings
as an art form. Experiments with high definition contour algorithms and
high frame rate (HFR) seem destined to reawaken the spectre of the soulless
copy and rekindle the Baudelairian debate on the impossibility of a photo-
graphically based artistic medium. Moreover, where the latest trends in digital
imaging overlap with the fuzzy or the unreadable, advertising and scientific
imagery are quick to exploit or occupy the field: whether it aims to channel
the viewer’s gaze into a consumerist logic by isolating and putting emphasis
on a product, or to subject access to the interpretation of the visible to
exclusive (and therefore seemingly authoritative) scientific knowledge, these
strategies do not seek to challenge perception nor to address the viewer’s
imagination. Remarking that the imagination is also ‘absent from current dis-
course on images and imagery’, Bernd Huppauf and Christof Wulf ask, ‘will
it be possible to reclaim the imagination under the adverse conditions created
by digital technologies and an overpowering market?”.!?

As far as film is concerned, and as the contributions to this volume elo-
quently testify, the answer is yes: confusion and indefinition, as the stimulants
to imagination, are not easily eliminated. If the dominant discourse places
the immediately legible and perfectly defined image at the top of the visual
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hierarchy, the recognition that film is in fact, and in essential ways, ill-suited
to the expression of the fixed, complete and clear-cut, continues nonetheless
to inflect the medium’s evolution, practices and theorisations. Accordingly,
the essays included in this volume offer themselves as alternative narratives
on the nature and vocation of film. They consider moving images and sounds
in their more indefinite, ungraspable manifestations, where film hovers on
the threshold of representation and legibility and challenges the way we look
and listen. Three of the chapters included in the volume address the formal as
well as conceptual question of definition applied to the visual (Erika Balsom,
Martin Jay) and to sound (Giusy Pisano) respectively, and outline the histori-
cal, philosophical and aesthetic theorisation that founds the understanding
and embracing of film as a medium of the indefinite. A number of the
contributions further explore key aspects of the cinematic that determine its
relationship to the uncertainty of vision, and encourage an active and imagi-
native spectatorial engagement: pitched at the border of art and technique,
Jacques Aumont, Richard Misek and Tom Gunning’s reflections take light,
darkness and the flicker, and the experience and significance of the blinding
and the obscure, as their subjects. Michel Chion and Julian Hanich, in their
examination of framing and montage, focus on the play on scale and mirror
reflections respectively, emphasising the complexity of the relationship
between on- and off-screen (champ and hors champ) and cinema’s articulation
of the visible through ellipsis.

If mainstream cinema can be considered the ‘flagship store’ in a ‘class
society of images™ that values sharpness, high resolution and stability above
all, the great diversity of the corpus addressed in the volume shows that the
obscure and the ‘clear and confused’ nonetheless permeates all cinematic
forms, demanding a renewed engagement from viewers of experimental
cinema and video art, but also blockbuster film. ‘Cinematic indeterminacy’,
precisely analysed in Christa Blimlinger’s piece on Peter Tscherkassky, and
advocated as the essence of filmmaking and theorising practices by David N.
Rodowick, remains a staple of experimental cinema’s innovative and critical
(anti-illusionist and anti-consumerist) strategies. Kim Knowles draws atten-
tion to an array of experimental practices that foreground process and the
partly uncontrolled alteration of celluloid, and reinstates the ethical import of
the ‘performative power of materiality™' in the era of digital dematetialisation.
Turning to video att, Catherine Fowler and Kriss Ravetto concentrate on the
ways in which contemporary artists adopt the long take and slow motion as a
means to challenge perceptual habits and current viewing regimes. At the other
end of the spectrum, the high production values of contemporary Hollywood
are the focus of Carol Vernallis’ chapter, where she evokes an excess of visual
information that defeat attempts at fully grasping the content of a shot.
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Even in the digital era of optical and sound precision, the medium’s
aptitude for the vague, the confused and the obscure endures, producing
new forms of indefinite visions. Enhancing the possibilities offered by the
overabundance of detail and precision, or, on the contrary, encouraging
the products of low definition, error-prone media, new technology breeds
new types of indefinite sounds and images (interestingly, the etymology of
the word error is strikingly close to that of the word vague: a wandering, a
straying or meandering; the roots of the term also connect it to doubt or
uncertainty). The explosion of software and hardware that produce, dis-
seminate and display moving images coincided with the dawn of a new era
for glitch and noise. Increased accessibility, intensified reproduction and
manipulation, compression and circulation, as well as the ubiquity of fully
automatic recording devices, also ushered in the age of the ‘poor image’.
The ‘poor’ variants of moving images, their reduced definition often further
marred by low resolution, glitches and noise, have an ambiguous status: on
the one hand, they are a product of the advanced commodification of image
production and circulation. In some of their low definition forms, stripped
of details, they suit an economy of attention that encourages the regime of
the quick glance; in others, as with CCTV images, they are associated with
sutrveillance and control. On the other hand, in a culture of ‘neoliberal media
production’ that fetishises ‘pristine visuality’,”* poor image platforms such as
YouTube offer an outlet to marginalised non-commercial imagery, including
experimental films. More generally, as Cardoso Pereira and Zerené Harcha
emphasise, ‘the growing presence of these “precarious images” in daily life
has changed the ways of appreciating images and their dynamics’* Just as
glitches and noise disturb mimetic transparency, the poor image — re-filmed,
ripped, squeezed, zipped and unzipped — calls attention to the processes
that led to its degraded look. Not only do such phenomena, whether they
emerge as accidental or deliberate interruption, create points of resistance to
the regime of the hypervisible, but they make us aware of communication as
mediation, and conscious again of the labour that goes into the production
and display of images and sounds. Artists and filmmakers that appropriate
and develop these dimensions of the electronic and digital technologies in
their work thus extend the tradition of avant-garde and experimental cinema
that embraces the possibilities of chance - of intentional and non-intentional
effects - turning errors into productive formal and critical strategies. In both
cases, unstable, obscured images foreground the process that goes into their
appearance, lending material presence and gravitas to immaterial media.
These questions are addressed in the contributions of Sean Cubitt, Steven
Shaviro and Allan Cameron, who look at the aesthetics and politics of glitch
and noise in fiction cinema and art video. They show how, as interruptions
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and alterations of the image and sound flow, glitch and noise make manifest
and disturb a logic of enmeshed representation-as-communication specific to
the era of the electronic and digital image, while pointing to the uncanny sense
of increasing self-sufficiency associated with twenty-first-century technology.

What kind of cinema emerges out of such technological mutations, where
radical changes in the techniques and protocols of production and dissemina-
tion generate new forms of uncertainty regarding the authorship, point of view
and modes of circulation and reception of film images? Emmanuelle André
envisages cinema’s recent transformations as an annexation of the visual by
the manual (the thumbing through images required by tactile devices) and of
flatness by 3-D, that has antecedents, however, in earlier modes of display
and superimposition. Raymond Bellout’s intervention tracks the emergence
of animal presence as the unexpected result of film technology’s growing
autonomy from human agency. In both cases, the authors look at the work of
filmmakers who appropriate emerging modes of imaging to probe and extend
the territories of cinematic representation.

A historian and theorist of the development of modern techniques and
practices, Vilém Flusser argued that creativity was dependent on the practi-
tioner’s ability to become more than an operator (even an excellent operator,
able to activate and apply to the full the machine’s functions) and to seek
instead to counter the effect of automatism (the camera’s in-built functions).
The history of film, and of ensuing audio-visual forms of expression, is made
up of such alternative practices: the drive to align the image with a readily
legible regime of representation and efficient medium for communication is
woven together with the conscious (as advocated by Flusser) and continuing
exploration but also the unplanned appearance, of imprecise, obscure audio-
visual forms that run counter to or alongside the dominant practices.**

Accordingly, in the contributions that make up this book, indefinite
visions born out of blur, glitches, de-framing, darkness or blinding light, the
erasure or excess of detail, that surface on our screens or invade the films’
soundtrack as the results of artistic strategies or of technology’s ‘defects’ are
not, or not primarily, explored in comparative fashion — as transitory states
of the image, a step towards greater definition and clarity — but in and of
themselves. As such, the general outlook of the volume might be envisaged in
terms of potentiality. In his reworking of Aristotle’s concept of potential and
actual, Giorgio Agamben circumvents the issue of actualisation: potentiality,
he proposes, is not reducible to this process. Indeed, the value of potentiality
in itself is derived from the resistance to actualisation; it resides instead in
states of non-being or non-perceiving (as opposed to defined, complete, fully
identified objects).” In implicit contrast with the Cartesian model, Agamben
illustrates his reflection with a discussion of darkness, pointing out that we do
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not expetience darkness merely as a lack of, or as the opposite of light, but in
and of itself. Accordingly, in Jndefinite Visions the moving image is valued as a
manifestation of the vague, the obscure, the fragmentary and confused —as a
site of potentiality or endless becoming.

The advent of the digital has not reduced film’s capacity for capturing
and expressing the world’s incompleteness. In his desctiption of new media
as ‘not something fixed once and for all’, but as ‘mutable’ and ‘liquid’, Lev
Manovich echoes theorist and filmmaker Jean Epstein and his advocacy
of film as the medium of flux.?® Writing from the 1920s onwards, Epstein
ceaselessly stressed the need to cultivate what he called cinema’s photogénie,
that is, the medium’s inclination towards the indeterminate and permanently
changing. In his conception of cinema as indefinite vision, it is not just the
instability of the figure that is at stake, but all references and spatio-temporal
anchors that are cut adrift. It comes as no surprise that Epstein was particu-
larly drawn to seascapes and shot some of his most striking works about the
sea. For him, cinema was thought in motion, and as such, it contradicted all
knowledge systems based on the establishment of stable rules:

Cinema is, par excellence, a machine for the detection and representation of
movement, that is, of the variation of all spatial and temporal relations, the
relativity of all measurement, the instability of all points of reference, the
fluidity of the universe. Cinematographic culture is thus profoundly opposed
to all systems that suppose fixed standards and set values; opposed to cur-
rently received conceptions of a stable and solid world that are alien to cin-
ematographic experience; [. . .| opposed to classical rationalisms that have the
pretension to reduce to an invariable set of rules the ceaseless fluctuation of
feeling.”’

While images have become ‘predominant vehicles in the circulation of knowl-
edge and key to the shaping of power relations’,® so have simplistic messages
proliferated, threatening to reduce our view of the world to a set of precon-
ceived, immediately graspable affirmations and one-dimensional oppositions.
Film’s indefinite visions form potential points of resistance,” more precious
than ever in their capacity to make us doubt and reconsider the world and
its representations not as givens, but as complex, vague and unfixed: if film
images excel in capturing the world in its fluidity and open-endedness, it is
because each frame contains an ocean of variables.*
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