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on variety stage :mrﬁ:".sm'mwnn:..: acts. Both films (entured the Wit prom:
inently as he would have appeared on stage with the sddition ul atj
motion effects giving the impression that certain of e diawiings ___di.-:_
animated themselves, Inone of the rare accouis ol the _.-_—__:_-_..43—!1 e
on which these films were based, Matthew Solamon aigaes that e (i
metamorphoses of quick-change il :s__.:.__i._.r.:.\___ et "quickly
came 10 represent the path not taken by the new madin” of Cheims (huls
omon 2000: 17). Py dlrawing artention o Cobly wark anel 1 the vector conle,
[ want to offer a countengument vt the tradition ol cransformation did
indeed enter Cinemi, and s i fundamental resouree, slthough the promi-
nence given o photographic renlism led o w arginalization of its most
characteristie form, the cartoon (see Cholodenko 1991 Klein 1993 Smoodin
1993, 1994).

Another commentator, Donald Crafton, writes of Blackton's early ex-

periments that

the spectator was never Jllowed 1o forget that he was observing a theatrical per-
formance. The filmmaker (often chnmnznna by his hand) was the center of
attention. Yet there were 0o straight recordings of a performance; each was
slightly altered by camera tricks to create 2 magical illusion. . . - For an artist to
be able to bring something to life bestows upon him the starus of a privileged
being. - - - In the cinema, as Bergson said, movement is life, and the ability to
synthesise screen movement was quickly grasped asa magic wand by Blackton
and the others. (Crafton 1993, 86-87)

Crafton rightly emphasizes the performative aspect of these early cartoons,
but he oversimplifies slightly the @Eﬁomo&:.nu_ complexity of the cartoon=
ing process.

These earliest stop-motion animations address us through the syntax of
the cut. The presence of the artist in the first and the drawing hand in the
second of Blackton's films cuts by layering the foreground photographic im-
age over the background animation, while the frame edge composes the
plane of the drawing, in The Enchanted Drawing as 3 chalkboard and in Hu-
mourous Phases (fig- 4.1) 35 identical with the image plane of the screen.
Whereas the first film comprises a single gag, the second employs stop-
motion not only to give the illusion of self-animating picture, but as a form
af gdiving that allows a compilation of several scenes over its three-minute

| Figure 4.1 |

Humouro : iti
us Phases of Funny Foces: the transition from lightning sketch to amimated drawin
Courtesy BF Collections. X

”“Hmnrﬂrﬁn the q»sm_:mou from The Enchanted Drawing to Humourous Phases,
mg m, | M_“..E mﬁm:n“m its powers to order, control, and provide linearity. wa_ﬁ
ven in the reversal of the process of drawin >
, g, when a smudged image be-
nn_HnHFﬂa and begins to undraw itself, Humourous Phases :nﬁm finally Mnmmﬂm
v
,ﬁ“.w_ “_.— e m.ﬁ”._. qu:h»%qw of zero's great balancing of the books n:._m“?mmmuna
 the conhclusion of each scene in the erasure of the i . 1
they are, these two films of Blackton’ i e i
e, «ton’s only begin the process of ex lorati
that .«H,,,H: be brought to fruition a couple of years later by Cohl e
) b some extent, through its increased dependence on the cut Hu-
; “cx.,ﬂ& .cw&& vc:m. vmn__n from the full potential of the animated nm:oﬂu: by
unm:u ”“_smm_ﬁ mcwmqn__:ncon to the syntagmatic structures of both the ﬁ.lmnw.
and of narration. In Cohl’s film, however, we witness a series of transfor-

mations F wi i
apparently without cutting, Fzntasmagorie is a brief line animation
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in which a mischievous puppet, Pierrot or fintocke, and his environment
change seamlessly (see figs. 4.2 , 4.3). Flowers become bottles become a can-
non; an elephant becomes a house; Pierrot becomes a bubble, a hat, a valise.
The vector of Cohl’s line, as it draws and redraws itself, disrespects the frame
edge and equally ignores the syntax of layering, most notably in the small
“screen” that appears at the left of the image as the action with the woman in
the hat takes place. Not only does this appear to reprise the scenes that
we have just watched, but it also lies on an axis of depth from which the other
characters are debarred. For example, when the little Pierrot gets bigger, itis
not because he is closer to the virtual eye of the rostrum camera, but because
he has been inflated. Likewise, the sword-wielding giant shares the same
plane as the Pierrot. However, it is not simply that the rules of the cut are be-
ing broken: rather, Fantasmagorie obeys another set of rules in the same way
that the real line is bound by laws other than those of Euclidean geometry.

Cohl’s line is the same one that, a mere thirteen years later, Klee would
describe as going for an aimless walk (Klee 1961: 105). It is the activity
of the line that counts, rather than the end points, which are in effect de-
termined after the fact rather than before it, the result of drawing, not its
givens. Klee, of course, was able to exhibit only finished drawings: Cohl
could show in the cinema the active vector of the line that draws itself. Much
more than an idiosyncratic technique, his constantly permutating line is a
literal transcription of the linear motion of the filmstrip taken as a line that
is always open to alteration, a motion without destination, open to every
distraction. In the cut, the structure of linear motion is complete: in the vec-
tor, it is undecidable. As the grid provides the unstable basis of motion be-
tween images, the vector provides the transformative principle in the frame
itself, so every moment of every frame is the result of a unique transforma-
tion that might have come out differently.

Linguists use the term “paradigmatic” for the rules for substituting one
word for another. The rules of syntax govern the structure of meaningful
sentences. The structure of “My life is an open book” is the same as that of
“His cat is a wicked creature” or “Your teeth are ivory castles” What differ-
entiates them is the substitution of “his” and “your” for “my,” and “cat” and
“teeth” for “life” Linguists speak of grammar as the syntagmatic axis and
imagine it as a horizontal line, rather like thisline of print. The paradigmatic
axis is correspondingly the vertical axis, like the reelson a slot machine, al-
lowing us to select which word to put into the slots created by the syntax.

1771

Paradigmatic rules govern matters such as the substitution of nouns by
nouns (in the first sentence, we could substitute for “life” words like “face”
“husband,” “novel,” “bank account™). In Cohl’s film we witness the cine-
matic equivalent. Atany point, the line permits its transformation into any-
thing that can be depicted asa line. The rulebook Cohl adopts, and to which
he submits his creative process, stipulates that the line is always the same
thickness and that it describes objects and planes only in outline. Given
those rules, the metamorphoses are potentially infinite, limited only by ex-
ternal constraints such as the length of the film roll and the economic ne-
cessity of finishing in order to show it and earn some money. To gain this
freedom, Cohl sacrifices the grammatical structures that had proved so
profitable, artistically and financially, in the cinema by 1908: editing, narra-
tive, staging in depth. This is why Fantasmagorie is so wonderful to study: it
is a film within a hair’s breadth of being governed by the paradigmatic code
of the vectér alone.

In a brief account of the film, Paul Wells emphasizes the element of
chance in the vector code:

Cohl employed a technique in line drawing where the lines would fall randomly
into the frame and converge into a character or event. Cohl's incoberent cinema
was essentially the free flow of seemingly unrelated images in the stream-of-
consciousness style of the Modernist writers. Further inspection reveals an im-
plied, and more significant, level of relatedness in the imagery, prefiguring later
animated films which trust the elements intrinsic to animation, chiefly, the pri-
macy of the image, and its ability to metamorphose into a completely different im-
age. Such metamorphoses operate as the mechanism which foregrounds this
new relatedness by literally revealing construction and deconstruction, stasis
and evolution, mutability and convergence. Such imagery did not operate as a
set of visual tricks or jokes, nor did it constitute a conventional literary narrative,
but was a kinetic construction wholly determined by the choices made by the an-
imator, relating images purely on his own personal terms, sometimes by obvious
association, sometimes by something entirely within the domain of his own psy-
chological and emotional involvement with the visual system. (Wells 1998: 15)*

Wells reads his history backward, crediting Cohl with an inchoate un-
derstanding of the anthropomorphisms of Felix the Cat and Gertie the
Dinosaur, as though Cohl’s permutations of the line are best understood as




| Figure 4.2 |

's Those Awful Hats, Cohl satirizes women's headgear.
s redefine it as a pure surface in the next metamorphosis
“rafton (1980] with permission

L e « artooning of animations like Felix the Cat in the
# burglarious chicken jimmies open a window with an
Et._ Pulix lassoes the culprit with the outline of a pond,
Wells also emphasizes that Cohl's roving, weaving
-_t kil of solidity enjoyed by Gertie, Felix, | Mickey,
i the reference to deconstruction suggests &
._zu Buntasmagorie with the zero of instigation
S_a__._r reference to stream of consciousness
Gm.:.__ but to Bergson, if not to William
fio%s of metamorphosis in an authorial

| 79|

Three major arguments are raised against cinematic authorship: that
filmmaking is social production; that any artisan is as much the tool of her
craft as vice versa (Barthes 1977a); and that the construction of authorship
is 2 mode of cataloging with no more and possibly less relevance to a text
than its date, publisher, geographical origin, or any one of a hundred other
determinants (Foucault 1979). However, if it is the case thata film is a prod-
uct of social forces, then film scholarship cannot ignore the critical impor-
tance of individuation as-a result of social process, however unwanted or
illusory. The issue has been raised by many feminist and antiracist scholars,
appalled that the academy should abandon the concept of authorship at the
very moment at which women, African Americans, British Asians, and other
ethnic groups have achieved significant recognition as cultural authors.
Their argument is significant here because, as Adorno argues, art is com-
pelled “to undergo subjective mediation in its objective constitution”
(Adorno 1997: 41).

In fact, for Adorno, this is an integral element of modern art, which
takes up the task of negating the atomism of a divided and individuated so-
ciety: “If the artist’s work is to reach beyond his own contingency, then he
must in return pay the price that, in contrast to the discursively thinking
person, he cannot transcend himself and the objectively established bound-
aries” (ibid.: 42). Unlike philosophy, art cannot transgress the borders of re-
ality, nor can the artist pretend to have negated his own subjectivity. Instead,
the passage through the individual author actually strengthens the claims of
art to communicate the social, something it could not do if it were free of
the individuation that so deeply marks contemporary society. Crafton’s bril-
liant biography of Cohl is important not because it reveals the deep psy-
chology of the “stream of consciousness” that Wells believes in, but because
it situates that creative mind in a historical society whose traces are deeply
marked on Cohl's career and creations. Adorno casts further light on the
temporalities of animation when he concludes that “every idiosyncracy lives
from collective forces of which it is unconscious” (ibid.). "The intimate pers
sonality of a mark, the idiom that allows us to recognize a Klee or # Pleassn 5
line, is an articulation not of an irreducible and toval personality b 4
the opposite: it sums all those social and historical furees that congregas
the idiosyncratic act of making, even in the decision 1o 1
understanding of why and how they muke, _.. :_!E.i
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speeds to move things at, how long to hold a frame or a pose, at what pace
to render a transformation: all of these he must have been experimenting
with as he went along. He would not have been able to view any of his work
until all the drawings had been made and photographed. Is this a human
psychology at work, or the liberation of an entirely modern sensibility
through the subordination of will, of authorial psychology, to the agency of
technology?

The Lumiéres' negotiations over the supply of film stock documented
in their correspondence makes it clear that they could have gone for square
or circular frames, or the portrait format of many of their autochromes.
Certain technical constraints made it simpler to go for the landscape format
still ubiquitous today. Like the mechanism of the sewing machines incor-
porated into the cinematograph’s claw mechanism for film transport, the
rectangular frame fixes, as fixed capital, the dead labor of generations of
handicraft. But like the anonymity of the printing press and the adding ma-
chine, that fixing bears also a gift of autonomy. In the new machine, dead la-
bor is restored to new life. The invention of offscreen space is not a product
of human ingenuity but of a new mode of life: the human-machine hybrid
built on the anonymous autonomy of the machine and the autonomous
anonymity of the industrial worker under commodity capital. The condi-
tions of modernity prized invention and inventiveness above all, because
they helped the acceleration of consumerism on which the new wealth was
predicated. The ensemble of economics, technology, and the anarchic modes
of Lyons syndicalism in the Lumigres, old bourgeois carnival in Méliés, and
Parisian bohemianism in Cohl combine to form the apparatus of cinema.
That apparatus, with its doorway through which consciousness can enter
and reside mesmerized, as producer as well as audience, crystallizes the con-
tradictions of attentiveness and distraction into a single productive machin-
ery of delight.

In Cohl, the result, as so often in computer media, is an expression of
wonder at the new relation with machines. The latest gift of the technolo-
gization of the media circa 1908 was freedom from psychology. The atten-
tion devoted to physiological and unconscious reflexes, to hypnosis and the
psychoanalytic unconscious, especially in its more mechanical “economic”
model, help pinpoint this as a moment at which excitement and invention
arose neither from consciousness nor from fantasy but from an autonomy
granted to the interface between craftsman and tool. By 1908, this tool was
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already a complex and quasi-autonomous machine—Fox-Talbot’s “pencil
of nature”—capable of partnership in the creative act.

m.na%hn:w is the product of a kind of willful ignorance achieved
through the submission of the willed act of drawing to the unmanaged op-
eration of machinery. At the same time, because it is no longer the object of
control, the machinery itself sheds the role of relation of production, which
it occupied in the industrial factory. In Marxist terms no longer a relation
buta force of production, the camera enables Cohl to rid himself of both the
irrationalism of preconscious difference and the instrumental rationality of
socialized technologies of production. The autonomy and anonymity of
Cohl’s line should not be confused with randomness: they are achieved only
through the thoughtful and decisive acceptance of determinations external
to the work itself, since that is the only way those determinations could be
superseded and a new, distinctively modern mode of cinema be produced.
The secret consciousness of the vector is this human-mechanical hybrid.
Hence we can no longer speak of the author as originator of the cartoon: in-
stead we are confronted with the animator, no longer a subject of the social
world, but an exile seeking asylum in the machine world from all demands
external to the work itself. We might think of the animator as the subjectiv-
ity of the text. For both audience and author, consciousness is an external
factor that is nonetheless intrinsic to the making and experiencing of the
film. From the point of view of the film itself, however, history enters the
film through cyborg authorship and socialized interpretation, qualities that
are as much raw materials as light and time. For the author, the time of mak-
ing is a time in which the future becomes past; for the spectator, one in
which the past becomes future; but for the animator, the present is the bi-
furcation of all vectors, the moment of autonomy.

It is, however, only a moment. Where the ancients disputed the neces-
sity of ontegeny with theories of autocthony and parthenogenesis, since the
birth of ¢cinema we moderns maneuver at the unclear frontier between hu-
man and machine. But like the metamorphoses celebrated by Ovid two
thousand years ago, where the human-animal border is crossed in joy and in
pain, the beauty of the animator’s autonomous present must be ephemeral:
its pleasures must be fleeting so that we can know that cruelty too will pass.
In this sense, ugliness, as the grotesque and as depicted violence, is the last
bastion of representation, the remote picturing of the savage necessities of
contemporary life. In the digital era, these are characteristically enacted in
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the paranoid-depressive movie of the data-image, in films like The Net and
Enemy of the State, and the manic-psychotic movie of technology out of con-
trol, of which Tersminator 2 and The Matrix are only the best known. Their
concern, which can be traced back to Fantasmagorie, is with a fleeting pres-
ent in which distinct definitions of human and machine are not possible, a
moment of semantic and categorial play intrinsic to the mimetic precisely
* at that point where it is no longer representational, a point at which the cri-
terion of resemblance is most at risk.

In Cohl, we can trace the genealogy of this indistinct human-machine
relation. The vector in Fantasmagorie, the unstable, ephemeral line, moves
into and away from resemblance in a constant play of instability. We ask re-
peatedly what the line is becoming, but have only the briefest moment for
the pleasure of recognition before it changes again. What we witness here is
the moment at which naming occurs, but a naming that is already subject to
the paradigmatic substitutions that underlie all interpretations. The mean-
ing it produces—the kind of meaning that allows us to recognize the line as
a horse or a spider—is itself ephemeral. In this way, though the film itself is
limited to its fifty-second duration, Cohl’s line demonstrates that the pos-
sible substitutions are infinite in number. Becoming signified, the line is un-
fixed. It is a lens through which pass the infinities of interpretation.

Dynamics of the Vector
For Adorno, the world wasalready negative, degraded by its very modernity.
Art’s task was to negate that negativity. For us, however, at the dawn of the
twenty-first century, the world’s negativity has already been negated by the
engulfing denegation of the commodity form in the society of the spectacle.
For all their pessimism, Jean Baudrillard's analyses of contemporary (West-
ern) society as a simulation machine make a powerful case for the loss of the
world. Baudrillard believes that reality was constituted in the differences be-
tween real things; but under the conditions of serial production, there are
no longer any differences between things (Baudrillard 1993a; 55). Worse
still, the same is true of communication: “Communication, by banalizing
the interface, plunges the social into an undifferentiated state” (Baudrillard
1993b: 12). The proliferation of identical mass media messages, the mass
production of public opinion, the unchanging frame of the browser window
or the VDU, the obligation to participate even when we have nothing to say,
all conspire to produce a hyperreal social process in which all communica-
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tions are undifferentiated and to that extent unreal. In the digital era, ac-
cording to simulation theory, the world has been transformed into data, and
the data has negated the world. But if the world has already been negated,
art that seeks to negate it again is only doing the work of simulation. There-
fore art can no longer afford to be negative: in our time, art’s work must be
positive.

The vector is critical to this reorientation of cultural work as a positive
production of meaning and, since all meaning depends on shared commu-
nication, of society in a time when, as Baudrillard argues, the social itself has
been derealized. In this light, we should not read the absence of keyframes
in Fantasmagorie as a negation of editing. Rather, it is the positive depiction
of the act of drawing at the moment when the work of representing hangs in
the balance between resemblance and the pure mark. Without keyframes to
anchor it in a unified shape, the mark achieves a determined autonomy in
which its resemblance to objects in the external world is constantly in ques-
tion and so both open to the uncertainties of interpretation and anchored in
the social from which its idiosyncracy arose and where all interpretation
takes place. The idiosyncracy of the line as a trace of its maker and the idio-
syncracy of infinitesimally graduated differences in interpretation are the
social grounds on which cinema moves from the presentation of objects to
the stimulation of concepts. The vector does not tell us what to expect: it
requires us to think. In this way the vector brings us into the realm of the in-
tellect and offers us the delight we take in the pursuit of meaning. The vec-
tor is the art of curiosity.

Cohl’s mobile mark, the animated line as a visible and visual practice, is
a device of metamorphosis, in which the emphasis should lie on the prefix
“meta”. As metamorphosis (and as opposed to the computerized technique
of morphing), the line is not the “in-between” of two fixed states or two an-
chored points but the action of becoming that may or may not result in a
fixed state such as a keyframe. The grid depends on the copresence of un-
differentiated viewer and viewed; the cut organizes the indifference of flux
into being by separating viewer from viewed in the subject-object relation;
the vector depends on the recognition of the autonomy of both viewer and
viewed. It extends and deepens the separation of the grid by instigating a
recognition of the object as other rather than as dependent on the viewing
subject. Keyframes anchor the changing line at moments of cutting, for ex-
ample, in the identifiable faces between morphs in the Michael Jackson
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| Figure4.d |

tasmagaorie: endless permutations of the line in perpetual transformation
juced from Crafton (1990) with permission
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disappearing in a process of subordination to the autonomy of machine.
The hand as motif returns in the final frame, but now as a drawn hand, as
the fantoche waves to the audience from his horse. The whole film, then,
moves from the hand as instrument of control—the photographed, autho-
rial hand—to the gesture of waving goodbye, from authorial power to spec-
tatorial address via the autonomy of the relation, embodied in the fantocke,
between maker and apparatus. By reserving the act of mending for a pho-
tographed moment, the film reasserts the partnership, and appeals to an
ethical commitment of the maker to the creation, as that creation takes on a
life of its own. That act allows the spectator to enter into the role of the per-
son addressed by the film. As Sobchack argues, this is a critical instance in
cinema, one in which the recognition of the film as a body that signifies is
also one in which we recognize the film as an other: “Thus, while still objec-
tifying visual activity into the solidity of the visible as does the photograph,
the cinematic qualitatively transforms and converts the photographic
through a materiality that not only claims the world and others as objects for
vision but also signifies its own bodily agency, intentionality and subjectiv-
ity” (Sobchack 1992: 62).

In Sobchack’s semiotic phenomenology, the photograph belongs to
what I have here been calling the regime of the cut. The “cinematic,” which
in this instance equates to the concept of the vector, moves beyond objecti-
fication toward a process in which the film is able to take on the task of sig-
nifying. As a material body that signifies, film becomes an other. Only at this
moment does the cinematic subject become a self, capable of social rela-
tions, This is when the vector socializes film.

The Cinematic Sign
The first evidence of the vector’s socialization of the cinema is interpreta-
tion. Film always calls on us to interpret it. In the case of Fantasmagorie,
where the activity of the vector is controlled to only the most limited degree
by the structure of the cut, that interpretation is not governed by gestalts
that order and predestine our negotiations with the text. Rather, Cohl’s film
activates a constant engagement of the viewer in guessing not only “what
happens next” but “what is it doing now,” inferring the agency of the film it-
self. Even such a rigorously minimal figure as the fantoche can evoke emo-
tions of sympathy, extending beyond identification to action, encoded in the
mending of the broken puppet. More specifically, the film calls up a series

of responses that take the form of a running commentary on the film, an in-
ner speech.

The notion of cinematic inner speech was first broached by Boris
Eikhenbaum in 1927. Reading silent film as a syncretic form of photogeny
(defined hs “an art which uses the language of movement” [Eikhenbaum
1974: 17]) and montage, he sees it overcoming the medium-specificity of
the older arts, and evoking in its viewers an inner speech that comments on
the film, its phrasing, its metaphors, and the gaps between shots. This inner
speech “is much more flowing and indefinite than uttered speech” (ibid.:
16), and it “is not realised as an exact verbal formulation” (ibid.: 31). As Paul
Willemen notes, this inner speech is compounded of iconographic, sym-
bolic, and visual codes as well as verbal ones. Citing Vygotsky's (1962) argu-
ment that inner speech is characterized by a tendency to omit the subject of
the sentence while emphasizing its power of predication, Willemen argues
that inner speech’s blending of visual and verbal presentations in an internal
dialogue on the one hand establishes the internal dialectics of the viewer's
psyche and at the same time becomes “the cement between text, subject and
the social” (Willemen 1994: 42). The process is clear to anyone who has
attempted a frame-by-frame analysis: we say “the line does this,” emphasiz-
ing the predicate, not the subject that does the predicating. Eikhenbaum’s
argument is that this is also true of film, which shows us events and objects
without implying a someone who does the showing. This isomorphism sub-
sumes the moment of subjectivity enacted in the cut to its disappearance in
the communication of meanings.

The vector’s particular future-directed temporality addresses us no
longer as termini but as media: as people who make sense, but only as nodes
in interweaving trajectories of signification. It is no longer a matter of
recognition, of deciphering what is already encoded. Rather it is a matter of
reinterpreting, of adding a new spin to a trajectory that has not yet realized
itself. The vector is the regime in which the temporality and the labor of
making sense is paramount. If in the pixel we are engaged by an undifferen-
tiated union with the visual, and in the cut by the subjection-objection pair,
in the veétor we confront the double presence of the screen image as at once
object and image, such that what we normally expect to be true of the ob-
ject—for example, that it possesses a single, discrete, and stable identity—
is no longer the case. No longer pointing to an entity separate and opposed
tous, but owmwmmm itself as medium, the image becomes cinematic sign. Like
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every sign, it implies the existence of other signs. To say of one of Cohl’s
lines that it “is” a flower, an elephant, or a house is inaccurate. On the one
hand, it is only legible as referring to (conventional images of) flowers, ele-
phants, and houses for brief moments in a trajectory thatis never stable. On
the other, it is always a line, a signifier, which is what gives it its transforma-
tive power.

The line, like the written word, speaks to us simultaneously as the
drawn/written and as the act of drawing/writing, as iconic sign and as the in-
complete, infinite process of signifying. Thierry Kuntzel voices thisinarare
theoretical essay on animation, arguing that photographic frames repro-
duce, but animated frames produce. Distinguishing between the grid of the
filmstrip laid out for analysis and the film-projection we experience in the
cinema, he describes the function L have been terming the vector thus: “The
animator conceives the film-strip (each photogram, the articulation be-
tween the photograms) in relation to the film-projection and in relation to
a meaning which movement will actually bring about” (Kuntzel 1979: 52).
Meaning is a function of the transition from the découpage, the analytic eye
of the editor, to the trajectory of movement, brought about in the relin-
quishing of the animating hand to machinic projection.

In the graphic code of the vector in Fantasmagorie itis possible to descry
that rare creature, a signifier without a signified. Cohl’s cyborg cinema ap-
proaches Peircean thirdness, “synthetic consciousness binding time to-
gether, sense of learning, thought” (Peirce 1991: 185), at its purest. The cut
established signifieds as the products of subject-object relations, grounded
in the resistance of the world to consciousness. Divorcing perceiver and
perceived, itestablishes time as a serial process of distinct causes and effects,
hidings and revealings, insides and outsides. The vector synthesizes the
multiple times of transformation into a trajectory that engages the delight
we take in thinking the ambiguities and ambivalences with which it flavors
the rough parceling of the world in the cut. In Peirce’s terms, the cinematic
sign is a symbol, “any utterance of speech which signifies what it does only
by virtue of its being understood to have that signification” (ibid. 240). Fan-
tasmagorie is such an “utterance,” dependent on interpretation, on the active
participation of the viewer in its production, and otherwise merely a redun-
dant collection of scribbles. Explaining thirdness, Eco speaks of a line draw-
ing of a circle and some inverted W, denoting sun and birds: “First I had to
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decide that they were two signs that stood for something, and only afterward
did I try to understand them” (Eco 1999: 386). The first moment is that of
secondness, of identifying the marks as objects that denote. Only in the sub-
sequent moment of thirdness do we arrive at what they denote. This move-
ment of subjectivity from recognition to mediation is the achievement of
Fantasmagorte.

The cinematic object does not require this interpretive moment, but
the animated vector depends on our synthetic participation in its becoming,
on the viewer's temporality (and on the apparatus’). As exchange, the signi-
fier represents a subject for another signifier: it is 2 passage from subject to
subject. But by the same token, subjectivity never originates signification.
Instead it too is a passage that focuses and distributes signification, the ani-
mator of a vector of signification that flows through her (from the point of
view of viral language, “I” am only a medium for reproduction and muta-
tion). In this way, too, the cinematic sign leads us toward the socialization of
vision at the point at which cinema becomes Symbolic.

Lacan thinks of the Symbolic (for which I will reserve the initial capi-
tal) as mum order of both consciousness (the “I") and of language, social sys-
tems, and all structures that enable meaning and communication. Entry
into the Symbolic comes in the Oedipal moment in which the child first
internalizes the psychoanalysist’s founding rule: the prohibition against
incest. Whether one accepts the specific instance or not, Symbolization de-
pends on passing a threshold when first we learn that socialization is gov-
erned by rules. Following the mirror phase, in which the infant acquires the
ability to identify with his or her own likeness narcissistically, the Symbolic
constructs the more abstract sense of an ego marked by the word “I”” But be-
cause this word is used equally by any conscious speaker, the Symbolic per-
mits an extension of identification beyond identification with oneself,
toward identification with an other.

Though Lacan’s pessimistic account of socialization sees this process as
one of loss, instilling a permanent and ineradicable sense of lack in the hu-
man adult, there is nevertheless a gain. From indifferent immersion in the
world, via a narcissistic (and sadistic) separation between subject and object-
world, we emerge into a socialized universe. If for psychoanalysis, with its
individualist premise, this represents a loss of primal unity, for a more social
theory it marks the acquisition of those fundamental communicative skills
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that allow us to enter into relationships not just with ourselves but with
autonomous others. Fantasmagorie’s multiple acts of cruelty and the penul-
timate act of kindness (mending the puppet) might be read allegorically as
an account of that Oedipal transition from the isolated self as pure and static
image in the opening frames, through confrontation and breakage, to a sub-
mission to the other (the photographed hands) that enables socialization
(the fantoche’s final wave to the audience).

Of course, this allegorical reading is very much an interpretation after
the fact. Crafton's careful analysis (accompanied by an invaluable set of 69
frame stills documenting the film) emphasizes the cruelty of Fantasmagorie
(Crafton 1990: 258-266). Both he and Abel (1994: 286) stress the spon-
taneity and fluidity of the images as analogous with dream states. Wells, as
we have seen, stresses the authorial stream of consciousness. Bendazzi con-
trasts Cohl with his North American predecessor Blackton, who “was al-
ways careful to introduce or justify the presence of a cartooned world next
to a real world. On the contrary, the Frenchman jumped into the graphic
universe, animating the adventures of autonomous characters” (Bendazzi
1994: 9). None of these accounts, with the partial exception of Crafton, is
moved to analyze the film as narrative. Reading Fantasmagorie as a story is
subsequent to experiencing it as a formally (but never absolutely) autono-
mous signifying agent.

In a discussion of the foundations of a philosophy of space, Henri
Lefebvre raises the specter of autonomy in the context of the commodity:

Things—which for Marx are the product of social labour, destined to be ex-
changed and invested for this reason with value in a double sense, with use-value
and exchange-value—both embody and conceal social relations. Things would
thus seem to be the underpinning of those relations. And yet, on the Marxist
analysis, it s clear that things gus commodities cease to be things. And inasmuch
as they remain things, they become “ideological objects” overburdened with
meanings. Qua commodities, things can be resolved into relations; their exis-
tence is then purely abstract—so much so indeed that one is tempted to see noth-
ing in them apart from signs and signs of signs (money). (Lefebvre 1991: 402)

Lefebvre’s missing underpinning, neither Logos nor empiricist material-
ism, is communication: the primacy of relations, even though those rela-

| 95 |

tions are expressed in the autonomous form of signifiers that, in cinema,
take on the commodity’s monstrous property of repeating relations back to
people in the guise of objects. The fluidity of Fantasmagorie’s metamor-
phoses enacts the resolution of commodities back into relations, relations of
mediation, signification, and communication that perpetually test the lim-
its of and propose alternatives to the dominance of money as the signifying
chain par excellence that governs communication under capital.

To confront the autonomy of the signifier is to come face to face with
the film as other. In the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas, the confronta-
tion with the other is the foundation of ethics in a transition from freedom
to socialization. The subject is free in the sense that it is “for itself” but this
comes at the price of solipsism: “in knowing itself or representing itself it
possesses itself, dominates itself, extends its identity to what of itself comes
to refute this identity. This imperialism of the same is the whole essence of
freedom” (Levinas 1969: 87). The knowledge the subject has of itself is a
mode of representation—the cut—that allows it to control both its world
and itself as objects. Confronted with the other, the subject becomes self in
recognizing the limits to its sameness, its control and its freedom. It does so
because in the other it is forced to recognize another’s freedom. “Morality
begins,” argues Levinas, “when freedom, instead of being justified by itself,
feels itself to be arbitrary and violent” (ibid.: 84). The ethical arises when the
subject confronts an object that is as free as itself, a confrontation with the
other that brings with it the realization that domination over the object is at
once arbitrary and homogenizing. Recognizing the freedom of the other
limits my freedom, but freedom can have no limits. Therefore the selfis not
free, but forced to take the other into account, to be responsible for the
other, since the other defines the limit of freedom.

At the same time, knowledge of the other alters our relations to the
world. “Certitude rests, in fact, on my freedom and is in this sense solitary”
(Levinas 1969: 100), whereas “the locus of truth is society” (ibid.: 101). Cer-
tainty that we possess the unique and absolute truth belongs to the order of
the subject, but connection with others opens to us the limits of certainty,
since they too have their own and different certain knowledge. The possi-
bility of tristh then depends on the society of interpretations, on mediation.
Certainty is a kind of destiny: it determines what it is possible to know,
by defining the world as the object of a subject and subordinating it to that
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subject’s identity. Thus, apparently paradoxically, freedom is synonymous
with necessity, whereas responsibility, duty, and care free the self to the pos-
sibility of change.

For Vivian Sobchack, this confrontation with the other occurs also in
the cinema: “What we look at projected on the screen . . . addresses us as the
expressed perception of an anonymaous, yet present, “other.” . . . [T]he con-
cretely embodied situation of the film’s vision also stands against the viewer.
It is also perceived by the viewer as a “There where I am not,” as the space
consciously and bodily inhabited by an “other” whose experience of being-
in-the-world, however anonymous, is not precisely congruent with the
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ety in the paradigmatic twists and turns of the vector and the parallel rolls and
tumbles of the self that enters into dialogue with it. The cyborg mode of the
cinematic other, whether mechanical as in Cohl'’s practice or inscribed as
computer algorithms in digital vector graphics, opens a society of image and
spectator where desire is the mutual attraction of autonomous selves rather
than the subject’s narcissistic pursuit of lost dominance over its object.

This social relation of desire as dialogue has implications for the theory
of representation. Seen from the standpoint of graphical cinema, represen-
tation is never essential. As Lev Manovich argues, “Born from animation,
cinema pushed animation to its boundary, only to become one particular

case of animation in the end” (Manovich 1997: 180). At some point in the* ;
near future when historians recognize that the photomechanical cinema is a .R\
brief interlude in the history of the animated image, representation will be- |
retation rather than an essence of /

T

viewer’s own” (Sobchack 1992: 9-10). We can see here why Wells so easily
slips into reading Fantasmagorie as evidence of a specific human other, the
author, Emile Cohl, because film presents itself to the viewer as an other ca-
pable of signifying and thus possessing its own freedom. But the film is more | come, like narrative, a subcode of inte

“other” even than that, It is not the sole product of an author but evidence
of a cyborg integration of human and machine into a signifying apparatus.
It is that apparatus that confronts us as the other in vectoral cinema.

The certitude we bring to the identification of the world as object or
collection of abjects is, in Levinas’s terms, thinking in the mode of totality,
“a reduction of all experience, of all that is reasonable, to a totality wherein
consciousness embraces the world, leaves nothing ourside of itself, and
thus becomes absolute thought™ (Levinas 1985: 75). Universal and imper-
sonal, this totality is also inhuman. Levinas contrasts totality with infinity,
an open-ended relation based in the necessarily incomplete relation with
the other. “If one could possess, grasp and know the other, it would not be
other” (1989: 51): the possession, grasping, and knowing that characterize
the subject of totality are impossible to the self of infinity, who instead must
face the circumscription of selfish freedom by the opposing freedom of al-
terity. In the vector’s endless permutations and substitutions, we come face
to face with an other whose freedom resists total knowledge. Its radical
otherness and the infinity of interpretations and negotiations it entails em-
body the impossible abject of desire. For Levinas, “what is at stake is soci-
ety. Here the relation connects not terms that complete one another and
consequently are reciprocally lacking to one another, but terms that suffice
to themselves. This relation is Desire” (1969: 103).

Signifying, then, is no longer Lacan’s endlessly thwarted pursuit of com-
pletion down the endless chains of signifiers, but a richness of infinite vari-

serves that a two-dimensional projection of a three-dimensional space “may
be projected as an infinite number of potential objects” (Aumont 1997a: 24),
whereas “an infinite number of possible objects could produce this [flat]
configuration” (ibid.: 33). He points out that on empiricist accounts of per-
ception, accumulated experience leads to the “correct” identification of the
object. Empiricism, however, is grounded in the belief in objects. The vec-
tor principle of desire as dialogue between autonomous selves reanimates
the paradoxical infinity of relations between two- and three-dimensional
experience as a process of interpretation and variation. Refusing the totality
of the predestined serial image in favor of the infinity of the images’ move-
ments, it finds onscreen the self’s own signifying, its inner speech, as process
of desire, reaching out toward, interpreting, performing elaborate pas-de-
deux with the uncapturable transformations of a world that presents itself as
signifying other, not transcendental sign.

We are now in a position to summarize the findings of the first section.

mation pictures. In a discussion of visual perception, Jacques Aumont ab-
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The iteration of The objection of The production of
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