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      PR E A M BL E  

       Around the turn of the twenti-
eth century, a simple invention 
helped defi ne the operating 
character of fi lm technology. A 
 loop  was added to the fi lm’s 
threading path in the camera/
projector, thus eliminating the 
negative side eff ects of inter-
mitt ent movement. A strip of 
fi lm could now be safely 
advanced through, and paused 
at, the camera/projector gate 
without the danger of excessive 
tension causing it to break at 
the spool. 

 Th e Latham Loop (fi g. 0.1), as this invention came to be known, is a 
relational function residing at the heart of the cinematographic machine. 
It is, essentially, a  curvature of space  demarcated between the spools, the 
gears, and the gate: a trajectory of movement made explicit and visible 
only once the fi lmstrip has been threaded into the camera/projector. 
Th e Latham Loop may thus be thought of as a friendly “ghost in the 

  Figure 0.1      
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machine,” bringing together thought and technology, conceptual and 
mechanized labor. In the realm of the cinema, the Latham Loop stands 
for the inseparability of idea and matt er, practice and theory. 

 In 1902, Raoul Grimoin-Sanson and Jules Demaria created a machine 
capable of projecting both static and moving images.   1    Embodied in this 
hybrid apparatus was a historical rupture. Th e dual projector was a 
symptom of a major technological and cultural change—it signaled the 
end of the era of the magic lantern and the slide show and the beginning 
of the epoch of fi lm. Th e Grimoin-Sanson and Demaria apparatus 
bespoke the magic lantern’s “eternal dream”: the dream to be, to become, 
the cinematograph!    

 At the same time, however, by upholding the difference between 
the magic lantern and the film projector, between the two genera-
tions of mechanical visual media, Grimoin-Sanson and Demaria’s 
machine also forewarned future film historians and theorists of the 
need to resist teleological and essentialist interpretations of cinemat-
ographic technology and of its place and function in the complex 
 entity that is the cinema. The gap that in this case literally separates 
stasis from movement and the singular from the serial image points 
toward the sort of difference that is in fact internal to every medium, 
figuring between the medium as a concept (as an intention and a pos-
sibility) and its practical realization. Here, specifically, this differ-
ence is the one between the idea, the dream, of a medium capable of 
reproducing motion, and an actual, functioning cinematographic 
 apparatus. It is precisely in this difference and gap that the “pure” 
cine-desire may be said to originate: a desire subsequently sustained 
and perpetuated through the dialectic of film and cinema, of the two 
nonidentical though entirely interdependent phenomena. In this 
book, I hope to make the desire in question palpable, so to speak, 
through a twofold exploration. 

 First, I will consider various aspects of an incredibly rich history, 
stretching from the 1910s to the present, of avant-garde endeavors to 
practice the cinema by using the tools, the materials, the technology, 
and the techniques that either modify and alter, or are entirely diff erent 
from those typically associated with the normative cinematographic 
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apparatus. It is a tale of the multiple states or conditions of cinema, of a 
range of extraordinary, radical experiments not only with but also 
“around” and even without fi lm.   2    We live in an age in which it is easy to 
overlook the fact that this severance of cinema from its traditional, his-
torical base—the fi lm apparatus—did  not  emerge as a possibility only 
with the advent of digital technologies. Th is book hopes to shed some 
light on the extent to which the separation of fi lm and cinema—but also 
the multiple modalities of their imaginative re-alignment—had, in fact, 
already been practiced throughout the era of cinematographic norma-
tivity; during those (scarcely past) “pre-digital” days when fi lm was still 
widely accepted as  the  material-technological foundation of the phe-
nomenon that is the cinema. 

 In chapter 1, I explore the struggle waged by a number of 1910s and 
1920s European avant-gardists—notably, Man Ray, Ljubomir Micić, 
and Dragan Aleksić—to establish fi lm as, fi rst and foremost,  vibrant raw 
matt er  (at times directly opposed to, or irreconcilable with, signifi ca-
tion/meaning) and to explicate a “corporeal-libidinal” dimension of 
the fi lm machine through a series of both cinematographic and non-
cinematographic interventions (such as those carried out in the register 
of the writt en word). In chapter 2, I theoretically elaborate the concept 
of “cinema by other means,” focusing on a number of assemblages, 
photo-collages, drawings, and paintings, as well as theoretical writings, 
by artists such as Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Raoul Hausmann, Aleksandar 
Vučo, Dušan Matić, and Francis Picabia. I argue that a profoundly dia-
lectical understanding of the couple fi lm/cinema developed in the con-
text of the historical avant-garde’s concern with medium-specifi city, 
giving rise to a variety of experiments in  re-materialization  of the cine-
matographic apparatus. Chapter 3 analyzes the practice of “writt en ci-
nema,” which was widespread in the 1920s and the 1930s among the 
Dadaists, the Constructivists, the Surrealists, and their contemporaries. 
What is at stake here is the production of writt en texts  a priori  desig-
nated as fi lms proper. Th e bulk of the chapter closely scrutinizes one 
such “writt en fi lm”:  Doctor Hypnison, or the Technique of Living , pro-
duced in 1923 by the Yugoslav poet Monny de Boully. Chapter 4 ad-
dresses a multitude of ways, some more progressive than others, in 
which fi lmmakers, artists, and writers have responded to the eff ects of 
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the “general cinefi cation” of the living reality, ever more apparent since 
the 1950s. Changes in the manner in which the dialectic of cinema and 
fi lm came to be interpreted in this increasingly normative atmosphere 
of the ubiquitous moving image are at the center of my focus as I con-
sider the theory and practice of Isidore Isou and the Lett erists in the 
1950s France and, moving into the 1960s, the work of Ljubiša Jocić and 
the Signalist movement (Yugoslavia), Pier Paolo Pasolini (Italy), and 
Miklós Jancsó (Hungary). Chapter 5 revisits the question of fi lmic ma-
teriality, particularly pronounced in the context of experimental ci-
nema in Europe and the United States in the late 1960s and the 1970s. I 
explore ways in which the dynamics of cinematic projection and the 
“imaginary” status of the fi lm image have been questioned by a variety 
of extreme (and sometimes entirely nonrepresentational) physical-
materialist practices through a consideration of the works of Birgit and 
Wilhelm Hein, Malcolm LeGrice, Mihovil Pansini, Paul Sharits, Slobo-
dan Šijan, and others. Finally, in chapter 6, I discuss the alignment of 
some variants of “cinema by other means” with an overtly political-
activist approach to fi lmmaking advanced by Jean-Luc Godard begin-
ning in the late 1960s. Th e crux of the chapter is an analysis of the 
epistemological functions of montage, understood as a general prin-
ciple: montage as a procedure the logic of which fi rmly resides in the 
cinema, while its applications belong to the world at large. 

 Second, by studying a multitude of unorthodox ways in which fi lm-
makers, artists, and writers have pondered, created, defi ned, performed, 
and transformed the “movies”—with or without directly grounding 
their work in the materials of fi lm—I also hope to demonstrate the value 
of a strongly integrated (critics might say “insuffi  ciently diff erentiated”), 
theoretical-practical approach to the question of the cinema’s condi-
tions of existence. Underlying nearly all works considered in this book is 
the conviction—sometimes explicitly stated, at other times merely 
implied—that the cinema is a form of praxis: that it fi rmly belongs in the 
register of the human subject’s general pursuit of a unity of thought, 
matt er, and action, of critical-theoretical thinking and practical labor. 
From this perspective, theory, at least insofar as its primary concern is 
with medium-specifi city, is to be understood not only as an instrument 
of explaining but also of redefi ning, and even of reinventing its object of 
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study. In a specifi c sense, then, sometimes to theorize the cinema is also 
to practice the cinema “by other means.” 

 To identify the cinema as praxis is, furthermore, to invite a genu-
inely nondeterministic mode of thinking about the notion of the cine-
matographic apparatus (the relevance of which is thereby not disputed 
but in fact is further affi  rmed). Suffi  ce it for now to illustrate this point, 
elaborated at greater length in chapter 2, with a single telling example 
taken from the realm of Yugoslav experimental cinema. (Clearly, a sub-
stantial portion of my study concerns the Yugoslav avant-garde, in 
both its pre- and post-World War II emanations; this is a tremendously 
rich subject, still largely unknown in the Western scholarship.) In 1971, 
two fi lmmakers, Milenko Avramović and Miša Jovanović, invented a 
device they called “Blink-O-Scope” (Trepljoskop; color plate 1). Th is 
was a homemade “alternative” to the regular cinematographic appa-
ratus, and it consisted only of a small rectangular cardboard and a 
short piece of 8mm fi lm “threaded” in it. Avramović and Jovanović’s 
instructions for the use of their Blink-O-Scope invited the viewer to 
hold the apparatus (a piece of cardboard) in one hand while repeatedly 
moving the fi lmstrip up and down with the other hand “at the speed of 
6.1 centimeters per second.” While looking at the moving piece of fi lm 
through a small hole in the cardboard, the viewer was also supposed to 
“blink at the rate of 16 times per second.” 

 It has been noted that watching the “Blink-Film” in the Blink-O-
Scope is only “theoretically possible.”   3    Th e human eye is physiologically 
incapable of blinking sixteen times per second and thus cannot generate 
the same impression of synthetic movement as that produced (exter-
nally, in relation to the spectator) by the standard cinematographic 
machine. What, then, should one make of Avramović and Jovanović’s 
apparatus? Does it bespeak its creators’ hopelessly idealist att itude 
toward the cinema—an att itude according to which to desire a fi lm, to 
imagine it unfold, is no less a cinematic experience than an actual cine-
matographic event (in which projection technology is combined with 
our perceptual and mental activity)? Or, is Blink-O-Scope perhaps to be 
understood as evidence of the fact that, despite our perceptual and men-
tal engagement with it, fi lm is, strictly speaking, a phenomenon depen-
dent on the physical presence and the work of a specifi c technological 
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apparatus, and that failure to properly exhibit it cannot, therefore, be 
compensated for with some vague evocation of the cinema mentally 
projected “beyond” fi lm? 

 Th e wager of this book is that we can begin to answer these and 
similar questions only if we pay detailed att ention to the various modal-
ities of the dialectical interplay between fi lm and cinema, and only if we 
fully endorse the principle of inseparability of theory and practice. 
From this perspective, the Blink-O-Scope is both more and less than an 
alternative to the normative cinematographic apparatus. It is an em-
bodiment of the elementary “truth” about the cinematograph. Th e 
Blink-O-Scope is proof positive of the fact that, in Philippe Dubois’ ex-
cellent formulation:  “Th e apparatus itself is  . . .  in a way always theoreti-
cal—a concept as much as a form, a machination as much as a machine.”     4         



       C I N E M A BY OT H E R M E A NS  
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         Chapter  1 

 Film, or the Vibrancy of Matter  

       Break all the words we used to know by heart  
  and toss them to a wind  
  so that blood can fl ow, wine, venom, and grace  
  what people gave them once  

 —Dušan Matić  

         What makes Marcel Duchamp’s  Bicycle Wheel  (1913) or Man Ray’s  Gift   
(1921) ( fi g.  1.1  ) quintessential Dada objects? What is their smallest common 
denominator? In an all-out att ack on reason and logic and the bourgeois 
conceptions of ethics and aesthetics, artistic genius and good taste, Dada-
ists opted for randomness and chance, and for what Duchamp himself, 
refl ecting on the manner in which he chose his  ready-mades  ( Bott lerack , 
 Fountain , etc.), provocatively characterized as “visual indiff erence.” Signifi -
cation itself became the ultimate target of various Dadaist practices of ne-
gation. Th is negation, however, persistently took place in the shadow of its 
own negation—against the background of a profound awareness of the 
impossibility of ever entirely foreclosing Meaning. Th us, Dadaist “negation 
of negation” frequently resulted in foregrounding the  irreducible materiality 
of the auto-referential signifi er . Objects like a steam iron “enriched” with a 
straight line of tacks ( Gift  ); a bicycle fork with the front wheel att ached 
upside-down to a wooden stool ( Bicycle Wheel ); or a coat rack nailed to the 
fl oor (Duchamp’s  Trap  of 1917) sought to muddle meaning with matt er, “to 
make the signifier constantly overflow onto the signified so that what 
 appears in the place appointed for meaning remains completely stuck in 
the materiality of the word to be defi ned.”   1    
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 It is precisely because of its insistent engagement with the irreducible ma-
teriality of the cinematographic image that Man Ray’s  Return to Reason  (1923) 
strikes one as a proper Dada fi lm. Th e artist’s fi rst-ever exercise in fi lmmaking 
released onto the screen a deliberately irrational kinetic series (a barrage, 
 really) of radically indexical and only partially decipherable moving images. 
To use George Bataille’s fi tt ing formulation, the fi lm invites the viewer to 
“submit” his/her faculty of reason “entirely to what must be called matt er,” to 
“ that  [which] exists outside of myself and the idea”—“base matt er  . . .  external 
and foreign to ideal human aspirations,  .  .  .  refus[ing] to allow itself to be 
reduced to the great ontological machines resulting from these aspirations.”   2    

  Return to Reason  employs a variety of stylistic techniques and formal 
devices, the three principal ones being (a)  rayography ; (b) disorienting or 
de-familiarizing  close-ups ; and (c)  disjunctive montage . Man Ray had 
already used all of these techniques in his non-cinematographic works—
photographs, paintings, collages, and assemblages. 

 a.  Rayographs . At the origin of  Return to Reason  is a well-known anec-
dote about Man Ray’s apparent chance discovery of the “rayographic” 
process. Film historian Stephen Kovács relates this anecdote in his detailed 
account of Man Ray’s involvement with the cinema: 

 He discovered the [rayographic] process by accident, a circum-
stance which endeared the new medium all the more to its Dada 

  Figure 1.1     Man Ray,  Gift   (c.1958; replica of 1921 original) © 2011 Man Ray Trust 
/ Artists Rights Society (ARS), NY / ADAGP, Paris. Digital Image © Th e Mu-
seum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA / Art Resource, NY   
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discoverer. Working in his studio, Man Ray had accidentally mixed 
in an unexposed sheet of photosensitive paper with exposed sheets 
in the developing tray. Waiting in vain for an image to appear, he 
placed a couple of objects on the paper and as he turned the light on, 
he saw the image take form right in front of his eyes. Th e following 
day Tristan Tzara, the wizard of Dada, showed up and immediately 
took notice of the rayographs. It was only poetic justice that the 
Dada leader took part in the birth of a new art form. Immediately 
they set to work making rayographs together, each proceeding in his 
own manner. Tzara took a matchbox, placed the matches on the 
sheet, tore up the matchbox, and even burned a hole in the paper. 
Th us, he proceeded systematically to utilize and violate the newly 
found medium simultaneously in true Dada fashion. Man Ray, on 
the other hand, formed cones, triangles, and wire spirals, thus ex-
ploring the possibilities of the new process in geometric terms. Th e 
results, in his words, were “startlingly new and mysterious.” 

   “As a result of his experimentation with photography,” continues 
Kovács, “Man Ray became suffi  ciently interested in moving pictures to 
buy a small automatic camera. His initial idea was to shoot enough footage 
for a 10 to 15-minute fi lm, insert some meaningless captions, and then 
show it to his Dada friends. He had shot only a few scenes when Tzara, the 
only person who knew of these plans, dropped in one morning with an 
announcement of the Dada program Le Coeur a Barbe which listed Man 
Ray as presenting a Dada fi lm. He protested that he would not have 
enough for a showing, but Tzara prevailed by suggesting the addition of 
rayographs to the shots he already had. And so was born the fi rst Dada 
fi lm!”   3       

 In  Return to Reason , moving images produced through the rayographic 
process show tacks, nails, and a stunning “fi eld of shimmering dots” (the 
fi lm’s opening shot,  fi g.  1.2  ). Th e “dots” are, in fact, grains of salt spilled 
over the photosensitive surface. In all of these, indexicality inherent in the 
photographically based image is literally pushed to its limits. Th e existen-
tial link between the object and its photographic trace is granted a thus far 
unprecedented degree of immediacy: instead of light bouncing off  the 
object and passing through the lens onto a strip of fi lm, the object now 
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directly touches the photosensitive surface. And yet, these indexical im-
ages oft en come across as structural abstractions. In the words of László 
Moholy-Nagy (Man Ray’s contemporary and also a great champion of 
“photography without camera”), such an image is “productive rather than 
reproductive.”   4    Like a blueprint or a template, the rayograph is by its very 
nature anti-reifi catory. It is representationally reductive yet—for that very 
reason—powerfully explicative of the design patt erns and the relational 
properties commonly concealed by the “natural,” external appearance of 
objects, their textures and density. 

 b.  Close ups . Man Ray’s photographic close-ups ( Anatomies  (1929), for 
example), typically estrange an object by isolating it from its broader sur-
rounding. Th e object’s fi gural representation is not directly abandoned, 
but is charged with an intensifi ed sense of materialness, a surplus acquired 
at the expense of the object’s visual and perceptual familiarity. In the same 
vein, extreme cinematic close-ups in  Return to Reason  transform various 
objects into partially legible or entirely illegible dynamic matt er: matt er 
without fi xed symbolic valence, moving though not charged with stable 
meaning; matt er as it may have been before its decisive “fall” into the cycle 
of spectatorial consumption and interpretation. 

  Figure 1.2     Man Ray,  Return to Reason  (1923), opening shot   
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 c.  Montage . For many Dadaists, montage was a fundamental produc-
tion technique, the principle upon which innumerable visual and textual 
collages and assemblages were built. In one of his well-known manifestoes, 
Tzara off ers some telling advice on how to create a Dadaist poem: “To 
make a Dadaist poem/Take a newspaper./Take a pair of scissors./Choose 
an article as long as you are planning to make your poem./Cut out the 
 article./Th en cut out each of the words that make up this article and put 
them in a bag./Shake it gently./Th en take out the scraps one aft er the 
other in the order in which they left  the bag./Copy conscientiously.”   5    

 Many of Man Ray’s objects similarly engage dynamics of randomness, 
bringing together disparate, oft en contradictory elements. In  Gift  , as 
already indicated, the artist placed a line of tacks onto the surface of a 
steam iron, while in the kinetic  Indestructible Object  (1923), he att ached a 
cutout photograph of an eye to the pendulum of a metronome. In  Return 
to Reason , techniques of fi lm montage also articulate a thorough commit-
ment to the laws of discontinuity and chance. As Barbara Rose put it, the 
film comes across as “hardly more than an assemblage of unrelated 
 images”   6   —nails, egg-cartons, human torsos, city lights (most of these 
already substantially defamiliarized through tight framing, unusual angles, 
night photography, and/or short on-screen duration). When the arrange-
ment of some rather wooly pieces of fi lm stock is left  to chance, the rela-
tionships established between the consecutive images easily slip into total 
semantic and syntactical indeterminacy. Instead of ordered and mean-
ingful successions, driven, as is commonly the case, by the laws of cau-
sality, the result is a series of aleatory encounters which affi  rm the 
free-fl oating status of each distinct cinematographic fragment. Image A is 
related to image B in an arbitrary and nonhierarchical manner. A sequence 
is built on the principle of absolute equality among all of its constitutive 
elements. 

 In a sense,  Return to Reason  may be thought of as a cinematic cousin of a 
construction by Kurt Schwitt ers (color plate 2), or of a drift wood assem-
blage by Hans Arp (such as  Trousse d’un Da , from 1921–1922). In each case, 
some relational principle seems to be holding together the work’s constitu-
tive debris—the deformed, discarded matt er collected by Schwitt ers and 
Arp; or Man Ray’s randomly assembled fi lm footage (both rayographic 
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and camera-based) of thumbtacks, bulbs, abstract geometric shapes, 
spinning carousels, and so forth. But these presumed systems remain (for 
the spectator) systems without decipherable codes. Th eir laws are diffi  cult 
to determine and follow. Th ey are hardly productive (in a functionalist 
sense), but seem more like the hard residual evidence of some elaborate 
potlatch—material left overs of a massive nonutilitarian expenditure. 

 Insistence on the “irreducible” raw materiality of structures comprising 
auto-referential signifi ers (structures that may be complex or simple; cine-
matic or otherwise; Man Ray’s, Schwitt ers’s, Arp’s  . . . ) thus calls att ention 
to certain aspects of the process of artistic production—specifi cally, to the 
fl ow and fl uctuations of energy that underwrite an artwork’s coming into 
being. In lieu of stable symbolic values (Meaning) and determining inter-
pretational cues, the viewer’s perception and cognition of the work become 
aligned with the task of charting the manner in which a set of energetic 
currents is petrifi ed into a particular formation of base or debased matt er. 

 From the standpoint of psychoanalysis, this is the libidinal foundation 
of art. Jean-Francois Lyotard defi nes  libidinal apparatuses  as “ebbing inten-
sities stabiliz[ing] themselves into confi gurations,” as “aff ects distributed 
according to the vast matrix- dispositifs   . . .  into voluminous bodies  . . .  .”   7    He 
describes the fundamental operation governing the production of any 
libidinal formation thus: 

 Why and how is there a capture and inscription of this wandering 
energy in a formation or fi gure? Why? Because everything that is 
given as an object (thing, painting, text, body  . . . ) is a product, that is 
to say, a result of the metamorphosis of this energy from one form 
into other forms. Each object is energy at rest, quiescent, provision-
ally conserved, inscribed. Th e apparatus or fi gure is only a metaphoric 
operator. It is itself composed of stabilized and conserved energy.   8    

      Writt en in 1913, Valentine de Saint-Point’s “Futurist Manifesto of Lust” 
is one of the earliest statements by a European avant-gardist intent on ex-
plicitly linking eruptions of human psychosexual energy with the creative 
impulses of technological modernity: “Lust, when viewed without moral 
preconceptions and as an essential part of life’s dynamism, is a force . . .  . Lust 
is the expression of a being projected beyond itself .  .  .  . LUST EXCITES 
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ENERGY AND RELEASES STRENGTH.”   9    On the other hand, probably 
the best known example of an early twentieth-century work of art which, 
like de Saint-Point’s manifesto, directly draws its dynamic qualities and ki-
netic potential from a dual, psychosexual and machinic grounding, is 
Duchamp’s  Th e Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even  (also known as 
the  Large Glass , 1915–1922) ( fi g.  1.3  ). Particularly signifi cant for our pur-
poses is the fact that, according to Duchamp, his  desiring machine  was 
intended to give rise to a distinctly cinematic eff ect: a certain “cinematic 
blossoming” realized in the domain of the Bride (the upper portion of the 
work). Duchamp describes it as a machinic orgasm of sorts, triggered by the 
“desire-gears” at the point when all the elaborately interconnected compo-
nent-parts of the apparatus are suffi  ciently fueled by the “love gasoline.”   10    

 Numerous other models of “techno-libidinal” art and literature, which 
fl ourished in Europe during the fi rst two decades of the twentieth century, 
similarly claimed for themselves a cinematic character or orientation and pro-
fusely and imaginatively drew upon fi lm—its various principles, dynamics, 
and eff ects—to fuel their conceptual engines. For instance, in his 1926 prose 
poem,  Ixion , the Yugoslav writer Monny de Boully (whose engagement with 
the cinema I discuss at length in  chapter  3  ) imagines and even draws a detailed 
diagram of a fantastic libidinal machine: a “chariot of desire” which, by assist-
ing in the narrative formation of the romantic couple, propels “the poem 
toward its cinematic ending.”   11       

  Figure 1.3     Marcel Duchamp,  Th e Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even  ( Th e 
Large Glass , 1915–23) © 2011 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, 
Paris / Succession Marcel Duchamp; photo: Th e Philadelphia Museum of Art / 
Art Resource, NY   



C I N E M A  B Y  O T H E R  M E A N S

10

 Th e heroine of Boully’s  Ixion  describes the operational logic of her 
“air-carriage” as follows: “It is fl own by eagles, who are at fi rst kept inside 
their cages. In the big front cage [  Γ  ], are a male and a female eagle. In the 
middle cage [  Δ  ], above the cabin, is a female. In the last cage [E], there is 
a male again. If I decide to fl y, I step inside the cabin [A], open the cages, 
and here’s what happens: the male and the female in the front cage are 
sexually satisfi ed, but they are hungry; they both fl y toward the platform 
[B] to which some fresh meat is att ached. However, they cannot reach the 
meat because they are chained to the cabin. Wanting to free themselves by 
force, they lift  the entire apparatus off  the ground with the power of their 
wings. Something similar happens with the other pair of eagles. Th ey are 
well fed, yet they crave sex. When I open their cages, the female rushes out 
fl eeing the male (as all animals instinctively do). Th e male cannot catch up 
with the female for his chain is too short. Th is is how the four eagles lift  the 
carriage into the clouds.” 

 Consider also, in a similarly techno-libidinal vein, the case of 
Zenithism, one of the more insistently East European avant-garde move-
ments of the early 1920s. Based fi rst in Zagreb and then in Belgrade, Yugo-
slavia, Zenithism was invested in “Balkanizing Europe”—its fundamental 
ambition was to revitalize the “old,” “tired,” “decadent,” and “syphilistic” 
European West with steady injections of Eastern “vitality,” “irrationality,” 
and “barbarism.” Ljubomir Micić, the leader of Zenithism and the founder 

  Figure 1.4     Monny de Boully,  Ixion  (1926): diagram of the air-carriage powered 
by the sexually starved eagles   



11

V I B R A N C Y  O F  M A T T E R

and editor of the journal,  Zenit  (Zenith), devoted a number of his major 
programmatic texts to describing the sources and trajectories of the crea-
tive energies fueling his movement. In “Zenithosophy, or the Energetics of 
Creative Zenithism,” Micić begins by positing the “Zenith-Man” as “the 
central transformer of our lively and noisy sparks, of our wild and barbaric 
energies.”   12    He then describes the human being’s creative activity as “the 
pulse of Zenithism,” the movement’s “energetic imperative.”   13    In a manner 
that betrays a combined infl uence of Futurism and Constructivism, Micić 
further asserts that “Zenithism is the awakening of the elemental and vital 
forces of labor,  . . .  energy in permanent confl ict with the stinking matt er of 
cultural impotence,  . . .  free of all traces of symbolism, of all phraseological 
jewelry: the thought is like a machine—the work is a mechanism.”   14       

 Born the same year as the cinematograph (as he liked to point out), 
Micić envisions his “Zenith-Man” (also known as the “Barbarogenius”) as 
an extremely powerful corporeal machine—a combination of a relay and a 
dynamo, which perpetually receives, orientates, amplifi es, and emits 
streams of energy, thus maintaining a direct and uninterrupted (at times 
almost psychotically intoned “Schreberian”) material exchange with its 
surroundings. Th is fantasy of unrestrained and all-encompassing corporeal 
interaction with the world bespeaks another important early infl uence 
upon Zenithism: Expressionism. One of the many defi nitions of the move-
ment, presented in the fi rst issue of  Zenith , reads: “Zenithism is the abstract 
meta-cosmic Expressionism.” Th e fi gure of the Barbarogenius partially 
echoes Micić’s favorite fi lm character, Cesare the Somnambulist (played 
by Conrad Veidt), from Robert Wiene’s silent classic,  Th e Cabinet of Doctor 
Caligari  (1920). And not unlike the obsessed Caligari, who experiences a 
radical confl ation of sound and image in the form of language assuming a 
menacing material presence in his immediate surroundings, Micić proph-
esized a superimposition of a variety of media and poetic impulses. For 
instance, he saw Zenithism as eff ortlessly confl ating “WORDS IN SPACE” 
with “A TRUE CINEMATIC PROJECTION OF TIME.” Writt en and 
spoken poetry could become one with fi lm, Micić asserted, as long as the 
artist’s creative labor remained fi rmly oriented toward “INFINITY.”   15    

 In section 15 of Micić’s long serial poem “Words in Space,” published 
across a number of issues of his journal,  Zenith , the cinema is even granted 
the status of a new artistic religion: 



C I N E M A  B Y  O T H E R  M E A N S

12

 Balconies of the darkened Esperanto-temples are collapsing. 
 Cinema 
 THE BALKA NS 
 Cinema 
 the crowd moans in front of the white altar of the living pictures 
  . . .  

  Figure 1.5     Front page of the fi rst issue of the journal  Zenit  (1921)   
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 Turn the churches into the cinematographs of the living iconostases! 
 Th e children are collapsing in front of the movie-doors 
 as they watch the work of the living pictures   16    

   Th e fi lm medium’s unique, machinically grounded ability to perform 
an ongoing dynamization of matt er was understood early on by the 
Zenithists as its privileged, integrative function among the arts. Th is is 
true of Micić and even more so of Boško Tokin, one of the three cosigners 
of the original “Manifesto of Zenithism” (1921) and a pioneer of fi lm 
theory and criticism in pre-war Yugoslavia. Tokin, whose pseudonym was 
Filmus, believed that “cinematography is omnipotent!” He claimed: “Th e 
cinematograph is capable of uniting the elements of all other arts, it pre-
sents the STYLE of its epoch. As Canudo put it  . . .  the cinematograph has 
already given the world a new artist: the painter-sculptor-architect of light-
musician-poet-choreographer of black and white, it has given it the 
mett eur en scene.”   17    

 Tokin/Filmus designed some cinematically conceived photo- collages 
(see color plate 3) and cherished the genre of “cinematographic po-
etry.” Writing in praise of the film apparatus, that foremost symptom 
of the modern times, he also sought to directly introduce a number of 
cinematic effects—movement, speed, rapid succession, and abrupt 
change—into the poetic structures of the written language. His cine-
matographic poems 3 and 4 are particularly representative in this 
respect:  

 3. 
 Th e life of majority: 
 Question answer, answer question. 
 Eternity: question to an answer. 
 Th e life of minority, our life? 
 Airplane, climbing, 
 Cinematograph, movement, 
 Speed and art. 
 Art. 
 4. 
 Th ousand lines in a drawing. 
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 Hundred possibilities in an airplane. 
 Million movements in a fi lm. 
 To encompass. To be an artist. 
 Eternally.   18      

  Tokin’s celebration of art in general and cinema in particular, as life’s 
speedways into eternity, corresponds with Micić’s infatuation with a limitless 
outpouring of creative energies and their channeling into “infi nity.” For 
Tokin, the line is the embodiment of countless possible techno-libidinal 
movements. Micić similarly declares a preference for “direction over the 
circle”—for the open, unending linearity of the former, over the self-enclosed 
formal completeness of the latt er: “Zenithist energy turns all raw elements of 
life into works. Our life burns like the diameter of death. Death is a circle. It is 
impossible for people to function as directions and circles at the same time. 
Run out of the circle—become a direction, a direction!”   19    

 In the early 1920s, the Surrealist practice of automatism—which simi-
larly grounded itself in the principles of the free outpouring of energy 
and insubordination of desire to formal coherence—was brewing in Paris. 
Signifi cance and functions of automatism—of automatic writing in par-
ticular—are elaborated at great length in André Breton’s fi rst surrealist 
manifesto, produced in 1924 (which also happens to be the year of Micić’s 
“Zenitisophy”). In a well-known passage, Breton defi nes automatism as 
the essence of Surrealism: “Surrealism,  n . Psychic automatism in its pure 
state, by which one proposes to express—verbally, by means of the writt en 
word, or in any other manner—the actual functioning of thought. Dic-
tated by the thought, in the absence of any control exercised by reason, 
exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern.”   20    

 In the realm of visual arts, the foremost proponents of Surrealist au-
tomatism were André Masson and Max Ernst, the former with his draw-
ings and paintings and the latt er with his  fr ott ages . In Masson’s drawings, 
for example, the line traced by the pen aspires to assert itself faster than the 
thought accompanying it. Only subsequently does the artist begin to take 
into consideration the contours and the shapes he has produced. Masson 
explains: “I begin without an image or plan in mind, but just draw or paint 
rapidly according to my impulses. Gradually, in the marks I make, I see 
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suggestions of fi gures or objects. I encourage these to emerge, trying to 
bring out their implications even as I now consciously try to give order to 
the composition.”   21    

 But as it temporarily contains and fi xates the pulsating libido, the 
emerging shape always also introduces the promise of a new energetic dis-
equilibrium. Th e forming of an object thus simultaneously functions as 
the process whereby the object hints at the possibility of “undoing” itself. 
Bataille called this operation  informe  or “formless-ing.”   22    In the fi nal 
analysis, it is precisely its potential for formless-ing that makes an object, a 
structure, or a formation a proper libidinal  dispositif . 

 Th e logic of  informe  distinguishes Masson’s (Bataille’s friend and 
collaborator) automatic drawings, but it is equally applicable to a  variety 
of paintings, collages, and sculptures by Ernst, Salvador Dali, and Hans 
Belmeer as it is to a number of Man Ray’s photographic works and to his 
fi lm  Return to Reason . What is more, the same logic exists outside the 
framework of the 1920s French avant-garde, in, say, the paintings of 
Egon Schiele ( Fighter,  1913) or, more recently, those of Francis Bacon 
(notably , Th ree Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifi x , 1944); and in 
the fi lms of Jack Smith ( Flaming Creatures , 1962–1963). Most frequently, 
it is the body—human, animal, or otherwise—that is the center of at-
tention, confronting the viewer with the oscillations (quantitative as 
well as qualitative) of the primary force of life in the act of materializing 
itself, becoming visible. Such is the case, for example, with the morbidly 
“deformed” appearance of Schiele’s characters (much appreciated by 
Ljubomir Micić); or the disturbingly impossible corporeal montages of 
Belmeer’s dolls; or the homunculuses and the half-human half-animal 
fi gures repeatedly conceived by the Yugoslav Surrealist painter Radojica 
Živanović Noe.    

 In Noe’s  Pulse  (1930,  fi gure  1.6  ) or  Curtain at the Window  (color plate 
4), for instance, the body does not strike one as a stable, pre-determined 
ground upon which the artist has chosen to intervene. Nor does the body 
in these drawings represent an autonomous, singular entity, clearly distin-
guishable from other living forms that populate its surroundings. Instead, 
Noe’s morphing and vulnerable corporeal entities—at times tense, at 
other times relaxed and seemingly “leaking away”—are off ered fi rst and 
foremost as evidence of what lies underneath or within the body: libidinal 
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energy and desire; a concoction of lust for life and illness, splatt ered across 
the paper, substantialized in the line, the ink, and the very gesture of 
drawing. 

 On the level of (infra-)structural analysis, carnal “activation” and the 
“awakening” of matt er may also be posited as the processes that under-
write the operational logic of  all  media  dispositifs , of each and every 
channel and act of communication or artistic expression. Th at is, before it 
is used to transmit some content—auditory, visual, or audiovisual—the 
fundamental “message” conveyed by every medium is always, quite liter-
ally, the dynamization of its own pure materiality, a “pre-sublimatory” 
 vibrancy of its body.   23    From this perspective, Man Ray’s  Return to Reason  
may be seen as a perceptive exercise in fi lmic refl exivity: by thoroughly 
focusing on the “libidinal-material” dimension of the projected moving 
image—by casting the forming and the formless-ing of its rapidly changing 
on-screen content as functions of cinematic fl ow and duration, it forges a 
direct connection between the cinema’s “imaginary signifi er” and the hard 

  Figure 1.6     Radojica Živanović Noe,  Th e Pulse  (1930)   
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physical existence, the immediate and vital presence (beyond the screen) 
of the fi lm apparatus itself. (I will discuss some additional physical features 
of  Return to Reason  in  chapter  5  .) 

 Among the experiments conducted by the historical avant-garde, ac-
tive engagement with the bare corporeality of various media apparatuses 
was perhaps nowhere more obvious than in certain automatic uses of 
language, in instances of automatic writing and speech. Here, I am not pri-
marily thinking of Breton’s Surrealist model of automatist liberation of 
language (which remains poetic and idealized and takes place under the 
elevated credo of “words making love”), but of the slightly earlier phonetic 
and opto-phonetic poetry of the Dadaists or of their close “Barbarogenial” 
kin, the Zenithists. Th ese works forcefully demonstrated ways in which 
language, that foremost guardian of reason and the socio-symbolic order, 
may itself be “savaged”—transformed into both an apparatus and the 
crude substance of pure and direct enjoyment. Among the most dedicated 
practitioners of sound and audiovisual poetry were Hugo Ball in Zurich, 
Kurt Schwitt ers in Hannover, Raoul Hausmann in Berlin, and Dragan 
Aleksić in Prague and Belgrade. Man Ray, too, produced some so-called 
“dumb poetry,” which, notably, made its initial public appearance in the 
cinema in a brief shot from  Return to Reason  (in 1924, a diff erent Dumb 
Poem by Man Ray would be published in Francis Picabia’s magazine  391 ; 
see  fi gures  1.7  and  1.8  ). 

 Consider, for instance, the following excerpt from TABA CIKLON II, 
a sound poem by Dragan Aleksić, the leader of the Yugoslav Dadaists, 
which appeared in 1922 in the avant-garde journal  Ma :  

 AbU TABUATA AUBATAUBA 
 taba 
 re re re RE RE 
 Rn Rn Rn Rn 
 Reb en en Rn 
 Ren RN Ren ErNReN 
 abu tabu abua u tabu abuaaa 
 abu tabu abaata 
 babaata tabu tabauuuta 
 taba Rn 
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 tabaren 
 tabararararan 
 tabaren ENEN tabarerenn/parlevufranse/   

  With the exception of the last phrase (“parlez-vous francais,” spelled 
phonetically in the Serbo-Croatian language), each word and each sound 
functions as an entirely self-suffi  cient articulation not bound by meaning. 
For Aleksić, as for all Dadaists, language is, at its root, no more and no less 
than its own  phonetic body , enjoyed by the body of the poet/performer in 
whose mouth it is being devoured. In his manifestoes of Dadaism, Aleksić 
accordingly claimed that art is a straightforward “expression of the nerves.” 
“Nerves are primitivism  .  .  .  nerves are primordial,” he asserts, and pro-
ceeds to assault art when “language [is] used to transmit impressions.” 
“Have nerves, not brains . . .  . A detailed understanding of art  . . .  is a plan 
concocted by madmen and professors . . .  . A naked man in the year One is 
a Dadaist. Speech is an apparatus. I am narrowing it down to seconds . . .  . A 
wave of abstraction can replace numerous comparisons (Schwitt ers Kurt, 
Kurt, Kurt!!)  .  .  .  . Th e mind cries aft er clarity, it drowns in the whining 
barber shops, museums, powder boxes, hair.”   24    

 Dadaist sound poetry may be said to employ the type of ahistorical and 
meaningless language that Jacques Lacan termed  lalangue : its primary 
 objective, like that of a child’s babble, is not simply or merely communica-
tion with another, but a nonsensical, narcissistic enjoyment—the “satisfac-
tion of blah-blah.”   25    

 The procedure of  writing  sound poetry explicates still another in-
teresting feature of what may be termed the “materiality of blah-blah.” 
As Friedrich Kittler authoritatively points out in his analysis of Chris-
tian Morgenstern’s work “The Great Lalula,” before this author’s “1905 
collection  Gallows Songs , no poem had existed as a small discourse net-
work. Literary historians have sought classical-romantic models for 
these poems and have found some nonsense verse here and there. But 
even the ‘Wien ung quatsch, Ba nu, Ba nu n’am tsche fatsch’  .  .  .  is at 
least speakable. No voice, however, can speak the parentheses that 
enclose a semicolon (as specified in ‘The Great Lalula’) or even—to 
demonstrate once and for all what media are—brackets that surround 
an empty space.”   26    
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 Opto-phonetic poetry, originating with Morgenstern and subse-
quently actively pursued by the Dadaists, is a type of inter-media practice 
in which meaning is “bracketed off ” (as in Morgenstern’s () or (;)), while 
the bracket itself (the desublimated physical substance of the media  disposi-
tif ) is what is communicated in the process of infi nite conversion of sounds 
into images and vice versa. Opto-phony is the master-dynamic of what 
Marcella Lista calls “the universal convertibility of the senses”; it bespeaks 
“an extended sensoriality in direct contact with the continuous movement 
of vibratory space.”   27    But opto-phony may also be said to constitute the 
horizon of fantasy for a reality in which the image is, ultimately, no more 

  Figure 1.7     Man Ray,  Dumb Poem  (1924) © 2011 Man Ray Trust / Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), NY / ADAGP, Paris; image courtesy of the International Dada 
Archive, Special Collections, University of Iowa Libraries   

  Figure 1.8     “Dumb poem” in Man Ray’s  Return to Reason  (1923)   
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than the  failure  of sound and, likewise, sound is nothing but the  failure  of 
the image. In the fi nal analysis, it is the human body itself that operates as 
one of the most accomplished opto-phonetic apparatuses. Th is becomes 
apparent when the body entangles itself in the act of actually att empting to 
read/perform a work such as one of Man Ray’s Dumb Poems.       

 “Dumb poetry” rests on the principle of circular feedback, character-
istic of all opto-phonetic works: sounds  visualized  and/or images given to 
be  auralized . More than that, the irreducible materiality of the signifi er is 
explicitly captured in the performer’s body’s (predetermined) failure to 
articulate it, to “emit” it. For how else can one read “out loud” the blank, 
entirely content-less verse of Man Ray’s poem, but as purely carnal mani-
festations of  mute sounds ? In other words, the body, the conductor, and the 
converter mediating between images and sounds can only perform a 
Dumb Poem by acting itself out (through movements and contortions 
originating in the area of the mouth), aft er having been caught in the situ-
ation of not being able to discharge. Deprived of the possibility of a prop-
erly sonorous energetic/libidinal release, the body dynamically 
materializes what forever remain the “not-yet sounds”: sounds that  ought 
to be  articulated, but at the same time  cannot  be articulated for they remain 
unknown, unspecifi ed by the poem. To perform Man Ray’s “dumb po-
etry” is, more than anything, to trap the body in the interregnum caused 
by a double “imperfection”: aft er the “failure” of both sound and image as 
containers of meaning, all that is left  is the libidinally fueled corporeal 
hardware, the  informe  material support of audio-vision. 

 As exercises in opto-phonetics such as this one demonstrate, the Da-
daist imaginarium went well beyond the transgressive combinatory of the 
already familiar, stable, and legible regimes of signs. It strove to establish 
elements of new, dynamic-materialist forms of art—art that would 
embody the signifying impermanence caused by the incessant conver-
sions (rather than simple juxtapositions) and convergences (rather than 
mere diff erentiation) between all sorts of auditory and visual signifi ers, 
static and kinetic forces, rational and irrational impulses. Searching for 
precisely such art, Dragan Aleksić declared: “Ask for your thoughts to be 
turned into iron: the spirit of matt er.  Conversion of energies into abstract 
 eff ects . Synthesis of the spirit and the raw mass converted into abstraction: 
instinctual metamorphosis.”   28    Like a number of his contemporaries, most 
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notably perhaps Raoul Hausmann and Ljubomir Micić, Aleksić was 
inspired by Tatlin and Constructivism, but he also interpreted what he 
called “Tatlinism” somewhat liberally. He set out in search of “the measure 
of physical-intellectual energy,” hoping to stimulate a complex Dadaist 
alignment of straightforward  acephalic  impulses (“Have nerves, not 
brains”) with the processes whereby “the forces of the mind, learned by 
the muscles, [turn] into matt er.”   29    

 Aleksić also enthusiastically endorsed the cinema, seeking in it a pos-
sible ally for his fi rm Dadaist refusal of signifi cation as a stable and uninter-
rupted process, and for his corresponding commitment to turning or 
reducing diff erent media apparatuses into vibrant clusters of basic matt er. 
“Film is a moving body,” Aleksić declared. “Th at is what Confucius would 
say, but Hako would also add: it is a modern barbarian wishing to conceive 
of a miracle. Parrots can recite by heart 30.000 hexameters from the  Od-
yssey  and the  Iliad , but fi lm spins around faster than the brain in a perfect 
divine Homunculus. No country is without it. Th e sin of the cinema has 
penetrated the bodies of all the planet’s inhabitants  . . .  . Biological progress 
follows the same laws which led to the creation of the optical-chemical 
body of fi lm.”   30    

 Aleksić’s insistence that the cinema is a prime instrument of a kind of 
bio-political internationalism is not unlike Ljubomir Micić’s own praise of 
the medium. But the Dadaist’s engagement with fi lm was both theoretically 
and practically more substantial than that of his Zenithist counterpart (in 
whose journal,  Zenith , he had initially published a number of his texts). With 
Micić’s brother, Branko Ve Poljanski, Aleksić co-edited  Kinofon  (1921–1922) 
( fi g.  1.9  ), the fi rst ever journal in Yugoslavia dedicated exclusively to fi lm. He 
wrote inspired fi lm criticism and even co-directed, with Boško Tokin, a 
short fi lm,  Outlaws in Topčider, or God Be With Us  (1924). Partially inspired 
by the American burlesques and slapstick comedies,  Outlaws  is signifi cant as 
the earliest instance of fi lmmaking undertaken by the members of the Yugo-
slav avant-garde. Th e fi lm is now considered lost—it is said that in a moment 
of rage, its cinematographer set the negative on fi re!    

 An important lesson of Dadaist experimentation with a wide array of 
media including fi lm (which was frequently granted the status of the fi rst 
among the equals) is that a correlation exists between the impulse toward 


